A Phenomenological Study of the Characteristics of a High School that Influence Former Senior Year Dropouts to Graduate with a Regular Diploma by Royal, Rebecca
  
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF THE CHARACTERISTICS OF A HIGH 
SCHOOL THAT INFLUENCE FORMER SENIOR YEAR DROPOUTS TO 
GRADUATE WITH A REGULAR DIPLOMA 
by 
Rebecca Anne Royal 
Liberty University 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A Dissertation Presented in Partial Fulfillment  
Of the Requirements for the Degree 
Doctor of Education 
 
Liberty University 
March 27, 2012 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF THE CHARACTERISTICS OF A HIGH 
SCHOOL THAT INFLUENCE FORMER SENIOR YEAR DROPOUTS TO 
GRADUATE WITH A REGULAR DIPLOMA 
by Rebecca Anne Royal 
 
 
A Dissertation Presented in Partial Fulfillment  
Of the Requirements for the Degree 
Doctor of Education 
 
Liberty University, Lynchburg, VA 
March 27, 2012 
 
 
APPROVED BY:  
Mark Lamport, Ph.D., Committee Chair 
____________________________________________ 
Joseph Fontanella, Ed.D., Committee Member 
____________________________________________ 
 Ralph Gornto, Ed.D., Committee Member 
____________________________________________ 
Scott B. Watson, Ph.D., Associate Dean, Advanced Programs 
____________________________________________ 
 
  
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF THE CHARACTERISTICS OF A HIGH 
SCHOOL THAT INFLUENCE FORMER SENIOR YEAR DROPOUTS TO 
GRADUATE WITH A REGULAR DIPLOMA 
ABSTRACT 
This study examined the characteristics of a high school environment that former 
senior year dropouts were looking for when they returned to school to attain their 
diploma.  A phenomenological qualitative design was used to identify the reasons seniors 
dropped out of school, the factors that influenced them to return, the characteristics of the 
high school environment they deemed most desirable, and the differences between the 
perceptions of African American and Caucasian students in their responses.  Eight former 
senior year dropouts from one South Georgia school district participated in two 
individual student interviews and one focus group interview to determine these answers.  
After coding the responses and identifying common themes, I had a record of the lived 
experiences and personal voices of these students that determined the essence of their 
experience.  Five participants felt strongly that without the non-traditional high school, 
they would never have earned their diploma.  Recommendations for further studies are 
included. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
One important provision of the No Child Left Behind Act (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2010) is found in section 1111(b)(2)(C)(vi), which holds schools 
accountable for “graduation rates for public secondary school students (defined as 
the percentage of students who graduate from secondary school with a regular 
diploma in the standard number of years).”  Consequently, there is increased 
legislated pressure to implement effective supports and programs that keep students 
from dropping out.   
There is no shortage of literature regarding the negative impact that dropping 
out of high school has on the individual, the community, and the nation.  However, 
there is a gap in the literature focusing specifically on the plight of students who 
start their senior year, only to drop out at some point before earning their diplomas.  
Menzer and Hampel (2009) concur that information regarding senior year dropouts 
is lacking in their assertion that “the vast literature on dropouts says very little about 
these students” (p. 660).  Clearly, America is in the throes of an educational crisis. 
“The dropout epidemic in the United States merits immediate, large-scale attention 
from policymakers, educators, the non-profit and business communities and the 
public” (Bridgeland, DiIulio, & Morison, 2006, p. 20).   
The statistics regarding dropouts in America are dismal (Alliance for 
Education Fact Sheet, 2010; Center for Labor Market Studies, 2009).  The Alliance 
for Excellent Education (2009) cites that “over a million of the students who enter 
ninth grade each fall fail to graduate with their peers four years later,” and of 
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students who do earn their regular diploma on time, “barely half of African 
American and Hispanic students earn diplomas with their peers” (FactSheet, p. 1).  
Even more disconcerting is the number of students in grade 12 who drop out before 
earning their diploma.  Neild and Balfanz (n.d.) stated that reasons juniors and 
seniors drop out of high school are more difficult to determine, whereas predictors 
for freshmen dropping out are far more reliable.  With the goal almost at hand and 
with all the years of hard work nearly over, there are still too many seniors leaving 
school before graduation.   
Background 
Little is known about the reasons high school dropouts return to complete 
requirements for their diploma or why they choose a particular high school or program 
upon their return.  Berliner and Barrat (2009) stated that “while considerable research and 
media attention focuses on dropouts as a group, comparatively little is known about those 
who return to high school” (p. 8).  However, there is no shortage of literature citing the 
reasons students drop (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2008; Bridgeland, DiIulio, & 
Morison, 2006; Jordan, Lara, & McPartland, 1996; Martin & Halperin, 2006; 
McCallumore, K., & Sparapani, E., Somers, 2010; C. & Piliawsky, 2004).  The most 
common reasons cited for dropping out include high absenteeism, credit deficiency, 
failing grades, boredom, and ineffective transition to ninth grade. 
Dropping out of high school is not always a permanent condition (Raymond, 
2008, Viadero, 2008; Wayman, 2002).  One study in a large school district in California 
cited that over one third of the students who entered ninth grade in 2001 dropped out at 
least once, and 31% of those who dropped out reenrolled, with only 18% of the re-
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enrollees actually graduating (Viadero, 2008).  Recognizing that dropouts seeking to 
return to high school are rarely successful in the same high school environment, Perlez 
(1987) cites efforts of the New York City Board of Education to identify “new tactics” to 
help dropouts successfully return to school for a regular diploma (p. 12).  Most efforts to 
reduce the dropout rate, however, focus on dropout prevention.  Typical dropout 
prevention strategies include dual enrollment in community colleges, year round school, 
evening programs, mentoring, academic support classes, online classes, and graduation 
coaches (Institute of Education Sciences, 2008; Princiotta & Reyna, 2009).   
Epstein (1992) conducted case studies on 20 dropouts who eventually returned to 
an alternative high school setting and who not only successfully earned their high school 
diploma but also went on to attend four-year colleges.  In identifying the differences 
between the students’ high schools from which they dropped out and the alternative 
setting in which they re-enrolled, Epstein cited feelings of anonymity and uncaring, 
feelings of humiliation, and failure to communicate with the students and their parents as 
the primary reasons for their dropping out. 
One of the many innovative approaches school districts are taking to increase 
graduation rates is the use of non-punitive alternative high schools, or non-traditional 
high schools.  This model has enabled many students who were at-risk for not graduating, 
regardless of personal or academic reasons, to successfully earn their high school 
diploma.  In Georgia, a few innovative non-traditional high school models have emerged 
and utilize the flexibility of seat time and attendance waivers.  A seat time waiver 
exempts a school from requiring the mandatory 150 hours a student must work on a 
course before a Carnegie unit is awarded (Georgia State Rules, 2010).  An attendance 
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waiver exempts a school from requiring the mandatory full day of attendance, as well as 
the mandatory requirement of 180 days of attendance a student must have for one school 
year (Georgia State Rules, 2010).      
 In Georgia, a variety of alternative, or non-traditional, high schools operate to 
address dropout prevention and dropout recovery.  A growing number of successful 
career academies emphasize smaller learning environments that integrate academics and 
career-focused learning leading to earned college credits upon graduation (Georgia 
Career Academies, n.d.).  Several Performance Learning Centers in Georgia strive to 
decrease the dropout rates by offering “small, non-traditional high schools geared toward 
students who are not succeeding in the traditional school setting” and by emphasizing 
“personal support and an intense academic program anchored by an online instructional 
system and project-based learning” (Communities in Schools Georgia, 2010).  A limited 
number of open campus high schools, which allow for flexible hours of attendance, are 
designed to meet the needs of students who are not successful in the more traditional 
environment.  Several school districts in Georgia have implemented non-traditional 
programs or schools that operate during the regular school day or in the evenings.  One 
such school operates in the Cherokee County School District as an evening high school 
where twelfth graders make up the largest number of students.  Its mission, in part, states 
that “conventional high school does not meet the needs of all students and the opportunity 
to complete their education in a non-traditional setting should be made available to all 
students” (Polaris Evening School, n.d.). 
Traditional high schools have consistent schedules that encourage students to 
complete a course within a defined time.  With the use of seat time and attendance 
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waivers, less structured students may find they actually need longer to complete course 
credits, thereby jeopardizing their persistence to stay in school.  Non-traditional high 
schools may not be the best fit for all returning dropouts, but having a choice between the 
two high school environments may contribute to more students returning to high school.   
This chapter will identify the research questions and the rationale for using a 
qualitative phenomenological research design.  It will also identify the participants, the 
specific settings of the two high school environments, and the procedures to be used for 
the study.  My role will be clearly articulated.  Finally, this chapter will identify the 
methods of data collection to be used, how the data will be analyzed, how trustworthiness 
will be achieved, and how ethical considerations of the study will be assured. 
Problem Statement 
The problem is that there is insufficient research that clearly identifies the 
idealized high school environment that would facilitate the decision of senior dropouts to 
return to school.  The graduation rate in the South Georgia school district that was the 
focus of this study continues to remain low, especially among African American students, 
despite a variety of innovative programs designed to keep students from dropping out.  
Of particular concern is the number of students who fail to return their senior year or who 
stop coming during the course of their senior year.  If the school district is going to more 
effectively meet the needs of returning senior dropouts or seniors at risk for dropping out, 
it is important to hear the voices of students who have experienced this phenomenon. 
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this study is to identify the reasons students dropped out in their 
senior year, to explore what returning high school senior dropouts desire in a high school 
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environment when making the critical decision to return and complete requirements for 
earning a regular diploma, and to determine what value they place on earning a diploma.  
Because of the racial disparity that exists in this community between African American 
and Caucasian high school dropouts, with African Americans having significantly higher 
dropout rates, the results of the study may serve to identify particular supports needed by 
each of the groups to enable more of them to graduate. 
Combating the dropout crisis requires, in part, understanding why students drop 
out as seniors and what type of high school environment can be created that will attract 
more former students to return before they reach the age at which high school attendance 
is no longer possible.  By empowering the participants to share their stories, more 
effective dropout prevention and dropout recovery programs can be developed for this 
particular community.   
Significance of the Study 
There is no shortage of literature pointing to the dropout crisis in America and the 
impact it has on the individual, the community, and the nation (Amos, 2008; Bridgeland, 
DiIulio, & Morison, 2006; Princiotta & Reyna, 2009; Sum, Khatiwada, McLaughlin, & 
Palma, 2009).  Billions of dollars annually are pumped into schools by the U.S. 
Department of Education, and research foundations and non-profit organizations donate 
significant sums of money to support dropout prevention programs (Kennelly & Monrad, 
2007).  However, few studies have been conducted to determine the reasons why students 
return to high school to continue their pursuit of a diploma.  Fewer still focus on the 
difficulties that students encounter when they return, the attrition rate of returning 
students, and the environments that are most conducive for returning students.  
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In the landmark report, The Silent Epidemic, Perspectives of High School 
Dropouts (2006), students give many reasons for leaving school.  Lack of motivation, 
academic difficulties, and personal life challenges were just a few of the reasons cited by 
high school dropouts from various locations in the United States.  This study seeks to 
identify those reasons that are most prevalent in the South Georgia community in which 
the research participants live.   
There is a preponderance of literature touting effective programs for keeping 
students from dropping out; the literature citing reasons a teenager makes the decision to 
return to school after dropping out is sorely lacking.  This study will help to fill that gap 
by acknowledging the voices of former senior year dropouts who are not over the age of 
20.  Equally as important as dropout prevention are effective dropout recovery programs. 
Tyler and Lofstrom (2009) assert that while some school districts are 
experimenting with non-traditional high school programs, “researchers as yet know little 
about how well these schools achieve stated goals” even though they are “seen as an 
important tool for both dropout prevention and dropout ‘recovery’” (p. 94).  Choices in 
high school environments are often available to dropouts, but it is important to identify 
the characteristics of the academic programs that are most attractive to students.  Senior 
year dropouts are older and may have different life circumstances than younger high 
school dropouts; therefore, knowing how to develop an academic environment that meets 
the needs these students is important.  While some returning students may prefer the 
traditional environment, many will only return if a non-traditional environment is 
available. 
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Nationally, about 70% of Caucasians graduate from high school, and only 
50% of African Americans graduate (Stocks-Smith, 2008, p. 28).   In the South 
Georgia public school system where this study took place, the two high schools in 
this district have long struggled with how to keep any student from becoming a 
dropout.  A three-year comparison for this school district indicates that the dropout 
rates were 6.7% for 2007-2008, 6.4% for 2008-2009, and 3.7% for 2009-2010, with 
the dropout rate for African Americans higher than for Caucasians (Governor’s 
Office of Student Achievement, 2010).  Following the lead of other cities in the 
nation, this school district recently implemented a non-traditional, or alternative, 
high school for former dropouts.  Returning students can choose to attend the 
traditional high school or the new non-traditional high school.  However, the 
specific reasons why former dropouts, especially former senior dropouts, choose 
either the traditional high school or the non-traditional high school to complete their 
requirements for graduation is not clear.   
In this same South Georgia school district, the graduation rate for 2010 was 
66.4% for African American students and 86.4% for Caucasian students at one high 
school, and 63.9% for both African American and Caucasian students at the second high 
school.  This district is continually seeking effective ways to close the gap between 
African American and Caucasian students and to increase the overall effectiveness of 
keeping all seniors in high school until graduation.  By studying the responses of each 
race to the research questions, the school district in this study can more confidently 
ensure there are stronger dropout prevention strategies in place and ensure dropout 
recovery efforts are adequately targeted for both races. 
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This study will bring a personal voice of one group of returning seniors to the 
forefront to talk about how they experience the phenomenon of dropping out of high 
school as seniors and then making the decision to return to one of two high school 
environments in their school district to earn their diploma.  Understanding the unique 
needs of the students and providing a balance of school choices for returning students can 
serve to reduce the district’s dropout rate, increase its graduation rate, and contribute to a 
more positive economic climate for the community.  The community is home to a four-
year college and a technical college, but without a high school degree, too many students 
will never be able to take advantage of these post-secondary opportunities.  Without a 
high school diploma, many of them will be destined to be recipients of a variety of social 
services, be unemployed, and likely be incarcerated at some point in their lives.  Instead 
of contributing to the financial stability of the community, they will drain the resources of 
the community.  
This study will attempt to provide answers to the many questions that literature 
has failed to provide up to this time.  High school students who make it to their senior 
year and then drop out during the course of that year may need supports and interventions 
that are quite different from those provided to students at risk for dropping out in lower 
high school grades.  Much attention has been directed to students who drop out as a 
whole rather than by grade.  Policymakers, non-profit organizations, state and local 
boards of education, and private donations could be earmarked especially for this specific 
group of dropouts or imminent dropouts if research has clearly identified supports and 
programs that make a significant impact on ensuring seniors remain in school until they 
earn their diploma.  Finally, this study has the potential to spur further studies relating to 
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what causes students to dropout in their senior year, what motivates them to return, and 
what dropouts seek in a high school environment when deciding to return to high school.  
Research Questions 
 The following questions will guide this study: 
1. What are the primary reasons a high school student identified as a senior drops out of 
school before earning a diploma? 
2. What factors influence a high school senior dropout to return to high school and earn 
a diploma before the age of 20?   
3. When given a choice of attending a traditional high school or a non-traditional high 
school, what are the characteristics of the selected high school environment that 
influences senior year dropouts to return?   
4. What are the differences between the perceptions of Caucasian and African American 
students regarding reasons for dropping out and returning to complete high school?   
Research Plan 
An empirical, transcendental phenomenological approach was used for this study, 
as it offers a rigorous approach to inquiry and design, with the researcher, readers, and 
participants having roles in how the study is designed.  A phenomenological approach 
was needed to “reduce individual experiences with a phenomenon to a description of the 
universal essence” (Creswell, 2007, p. 58).  This approach allowed me to use the voices 
of former senior year high school dropouts to more fully understand why they dropped 
out in their senior year, what influenced them to return to the high school setting, and 
which characteristics of a high school environment were considered as important by these 
students when deciding whether to enroll in a traditional high school or a non-traditional 
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high school upon their return.  The students used their own words to express what they 
found appealing about their selected choice between the two different high school 
environments and why they felt it contributed to attainment of a high school diploma.  It 
is the thoughts and experiences of the participants, in their words, that I sought to 
interpret.  The results of the study will allow me to identify improved dropout prevention 
strategies for students at risk for dropping out of high school and to identify specific 
conditions of a high school environment that are important in effectively meeting the 
needs of students at-risk for dropping out or for recovering dropouts under the age of 20.   
Limitations 
This study was conducted in a South Georgia community with approximately 
3600 students enrolled in grades nine through twelve.  The results may not reflect 
communities in other regions of the state or even other states.  Because this is a 
qualitative study, the researcher is more interested in “a phenomenological view in which 
reality inheres in the perceptions of individuals” (Glatthorn & Joyner, 2005, p. 40) rather 
than a numerical relationship that seeks a more objective reality.  Only students who 
dropped out in their senior year and returned to one of the two educational settings were 
selected for this study; therefore, any conclusions made in regard to the outcome of this 
study may or may not generalize to students who dropped out of school in grades nine 
through eleven. 
Delimitations  
Senior year high school dropouts were selected because they came closer to 
earning a diploma as compared to their lowerclassmen peers who dropped out.  Studies 
indicate that individuals who attain a high school diploma have significantly higher 
  
12 
 
lifetime earning power as compared to high school dropouts (Rouse, 2005, p. 21).  Senior 
year dropouts who were not over the age of 20 by September 1 of the 2011-2012 school 
year were important in this study.  Public schools, in general, do not allow general 
education students who exceed this criterion to attend high school for funding reasons.  
For general education public high school students to be funded, Georgia’s department of 
education states in its FTE Data Collection General Information manual for school 
districts that a student must not have reached the age of 20 by September 1 of that same 
academic year (2010).   
To reduce the chances that an under-aged student returned to high school because 
of parental pressures, only students who are at least 18 years old were selected as 
participants.  The intent of this study was to determine what influences the decisions of a 
senior year high school dropout, not what pressures a parent or guardian places on an 
under-aged senior year dropout.  The specific school district selected for this study has 
both a non-traditional high school and two traditional high schools that students can 
decide between upon their decision to return to school.  The non-traditional high school is 
relatively new to the district and is unique in that no other school district in the region 
offers this choice to students.  By conducting the study in the selected district, the 
researcher can determine if the non-traditional high school has an impact on the decision 
of a senior dropout returning to school. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
According the Alliance for Excellent Education, only 71% of high school students 
in America graduate on time, with an estimated 7000 students dropping out daily 
(FactSheet, 2009).  Many reports cite the work of Balfanz and Legters (2004) who state 
that “in 2000 high schools, a typical freshman class shrinks by 40% or more by the time 
the students reach their senior year” (Executive Summary).  These high numbers of 
dropouts negatively impact the graduation rates of high schools, the potential lifetime 
earnings of the dropout, and the economic well-being of the nation.   
The costs of being a dropout are staggering.  “A single high school dropout costs 
the nation approximately $260,000 in lost earnings, taxes, and productivity;” dropouts are 
more likely to be incarcerated; billions of dollars in Medicaid costs are spent by states to 
aid uninsured individuals; and loss of personal income for a lifetime contributes to a 
weakened economy (Amos, 2009, p. 2).  Dropout prevention programs are abundant and 
necessary.  However, less focus is placed on viable programs that recover dropouts and 
keep them until they earn a regular high school diploma.  In the state of Georgia, public 
school districts do not see the financial feasibility of allowing a student who turns 20 
prior to September 1 of an academic year to continue in school as the student will not be 
counted for funding purposes (Georgia FTE Data Collection, 2010).   
The urgency is to find viable solutions for dropout recovery that lead to 
attainment of a regular diploma before a student exceeds the age limit to attend school 
and earn one.  Few alternative programs exist in Georgia that are successful enough to 
justify continued funding in these difficult times of deflating budgets and program 
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prioritizations.  By conducting a phenomenological study to bring their voices to the 
forefront and to determine if any themes are persistent in their experiences in dropping 
out and in returning, it is possible that this one South Georgia school system will become 
a recognized leader for successful dropout recovery programs leading to increased 
graduation rates, decreased dropout rates, and increased number of productive citizens 
contributing to and supporting its community.   
Creswell (2007) asserts that the strongest rationale for a qualitative study “comes 
from the scholarly literature: a need exists to add to or fill a gap in the literature or to 
provide a voice for individuals not heard in the literature” (p. 102).  This chapter will 
investigate theories that are thought to be contributing factors to the existing problem.  It 
will provide a review of the historical background of alternative schools and of tracking 
dropouts.  A brief discussion is provided regarding reasons students drop out of high 
school, and a description is given of non-traditional high schools in Georgia.  A synopsis 
of dropout information in Georgia is discussed.  The many reports citing the economic 
impact of students dropping out of high school and the racial disparities that exists among 
dropouts are included.  Finally, there is a brief overview of the numerous commissioned 
reports on the dropout crisis. 
Theoretical Framework 
 Students drop out of high school for a multitude of reasons, but the failure to 
obtain a high school diploma is the outcome in all cases.  Understanding what conditions 
make high school more meaningful and accessible to students is essential in addressing 
this problem.  An ontological assumption is important in this study because the different 
perspectives of the phenomenon are provided via the exact quotes of the participants.  In 
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a qualitative study, theories are “used as a broad explanation for behavior and attitudes, 
and it may be complete with variables, constructs, and hypotheses” (Creswell, 2009, p. 
61).  By identifying a theoretical framework for this study, it paves the way for 
organizing empirical findings, explaining phenomena, predicting phenomena, and 
stimulating new research (Ary, Jacobs, Razavieh, Sorensen, 2009).  Three theoretical 
frameworks that are important are social-cognitive learning theory, attribution theory, and 
sociological contagion theory. 
Social-cognitive learning theory.  Albert Bandura has contributed significantly 
to the field of social learning and its impact on the cognitive processes.  Efficacy, or the 
beliefs that “influence how people feel, think, motivate themselves, and behave,” 
produces “effects in one’s cognitive, motivational, affective, and selection processes,” 
(Bandura, 1993, p. 118).  Many students who are academically at-risk have a poor self-
efficacy, with years of self-reinforcement impacting what they believe they can and 
cannot accomplish.  Through his studies, Bandura (1993) determined that children begin 
to form opinions about their own inherent intellectual capacities, and when they perform 
at a level less than their peers, they feel threatened or lacking in basic intelligence, and 
they ultimately settle for “tasks that minimize errors and reveal their proficiency at the 
expense of expanding their knowledge and competences” (p. 120).  Bandura also believes 
that students with a low self-efficacy are more “vulnerable to achievement anxiety” (p. 
133) and that to begin the reversal process, students must develop academic self-
regulation, a model he credited to Zimmerman (1990).  Bandura (1993) stated that “in 
social cognitive theory, people must develop skills in regulating the motivational, 
affective, and social determinant of their intellectual functioning as well as the cognitive 
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aspects” (p. 136).  Thus, students with a poor self-efficacy may feel threatened in a 
traditional high school environment but may be more willing to explore academic 
challenges in a non-threatening, less restrictive environment offered by a non-traditional 
high school.  The opportunity to engage in coursework that is self-paced and based on 
mastery learning, all in a supportive environment with flexible attendance requirements, 
offers students who experience academic anxiety and have a history of failure the chance 
for success and goal attainment of a high school diploma. 
 Closely related to Bandura’s social-cognitive learning theory is Julian Rotter’s 
social learning theory (1954).  He asserted that one’s behavior is determined by his 
experiences in life as well as his environment.  Because both experiences and 
environment can change, either negatively or positively, so can behavior.  Mearns (2010) 
interpreted Rotter’s theory to indicate that personality as well as behavior can be 
changed, depending on one’s experiences and environment.  Mearns summarized: 
“Change the way the person thinks, or change the environment the person is responding 
to, and behavior will change” (Overview of Theory, para. 3).  Therefore, one’s 
personality and behaviors are not permanently set.  Rather, “the more life experience you 
have building up certain sets of beliefs, the more effort and intervention required for 
change to occur” (Overview of Theory, para. 3).  
 In response to Rotter’s theory, Wolk and Ducette (1973) conducted a study 
investigating the relationship between achievement-motivation variables and classroom 
test performance.  They found a positive correlation between achievement motivation and 
test performance and determined that the “moderating effect of locus of control on the 
relationship between achievement motivation and several dependent variables is obvious 
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and produces a clear pattern of relationships” (p. 67).  Students who want to do well will 
take the risks involved to reach their goal.  They are rewarded when successful (good 
grades), but not deterred from continuing to reach the goal if rewards are occasionally not 
provided (poor grades).  One’s environment has the potential to strongly shape personal 
expectations and beliefs about what he can and cannot achieve.  When students have 
experienced years of academic failure with no rewards for their efforts, regardless of the 
level of effort expended, the resulting consequence often unfolds as disenfranchisement 
with school leading to dropping out.  If the student’s environmental factors, such as 
family, peers, and neighborhood culture, do no place high value on education, the 
potential to expend adequate levels of effort to do well in school and graduate can 
potentially be significantly reduced. 
Attribution theory.  Fritz Heider (Psych Classics, n.d.) originally conceptualized 
the attribution theory, but Bernard Weiner is the most well-known writer and researcher 
regarding the theory.  This theory “examines individuals' beliefs about why certain events 
occur and correlates those beliefs to subsequent motivation” (Anderman & Anderman, 
2010).  Graham (1997) conducted research investigating the differences in attribution of 
motivation between Black students and White students.  She found that differences exist 
but proposes that further studies be conducted to consider these complex differences in 
ethnicity.  As noted by Alderman (1990), “in order to acquire a high degree of 
motivation, the student must know how he or she personally contributed to this success,” 
and “there must be a link between what the student did and the outcome” (p. 28).  Weiner 
(2010) demonstrates how attribution plays an integral part of academic success with an 
example of a student taking an important exam for which he has studied but fails.  After 
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he has initial feelings of unhappiness, he looks for reasons that caused him to fail it.  If he 
studied and knows most of the other students took the test and passed it, he may attribute 
the failure to a personal lack of aptitude, which is “an internal, stable, uncontrollable 
cause” (p. 33).  This gives way to low self-esteem, “low expectancy of future success, 
hopelessness, and helplessness” (p. 33).  Over time, this “low expectancy (hopelessness) 
accompanied by these negative affects promotes the decision to, for example, drop out of 
school” (p. 33).  Weiner summarized that the attribution theory captures what he believes 
is “the underlying ‘deep structure’ of a motivational episode: thinking gives rise to 
feelings which guide action” (p. 34). 
 A decade earlier, Weiner (2000) described the relationship between intrapersonal 
theory of motivation and attribution theory.  He stated that if a “person has always failed 
in the past, then the current failure is likely to be attributed to the self; if others succeed 
while you fail, then again failure is more likely to be attributed to the self (rather than to 
the task)” (p. 4).  If academic struggle and failure have become the norm for a student by 
the time he reaches high school, then the likelihood of remaining in high school until 
graduation is often diminished. 
Watkins and Astilla (1986) conducted a longitudinal study investigating the 
causal relationships between self-concept, locus of causality, and academic achievement 
with 425 students who were primarily 13 to 14 years of age.  They cited that their study 
lent support to Weiner’s causal attribution theory, finding that “locus of causality was 
causally predominant over self-concept” (p. 427).  They asserted that possible “non-
cognitive objectives of education are the development of the students’ perceptions of 
their own self-worth and of their degree of responsibility for their own learning” (p. 627).  
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Their study indicated that for girls there was a substantial correlation with between self-
concept and achievement and between locus of causality and achievement.  While they 
acknowledged that sex differences were evident from their studies, they recommended 
additional studies and replications of their study in different cultures and different age 
groups.   
Postlethwaite and Haggarty (2002) conducted a study to determine what 
secondary students believed made them want to learn, what made it difficult for them to 
learn, and what teachers could do to help them learn.  One of their significant findings 
was that “under-achievers conformed less to the work and social norms of the classroom” 
(p. 204) and that based on the direct response of the students, “teachers should take care 
to monitor the effectiveness of their communication with these students” (p. 204).  By the 
time students are in high school, they have their own preconceived notions about what 
they believe they are capable of doing and do not see the point in continuing to give 
effort to tasks they continually fail.  The researchers further stated that “from the 
perspective of attribution theory” (p. 202), teachers might improve their own teaching 
and improve student learning by drawing “students’ attention to the distinction between 
internal and external attributions” (p. 202).  They might also “help students to understand 
the intentions behind teacher actions” as well as “help students and teachers to recognize 
that their perceptions of situations will often differ from those of the others involved” (p. 
202).  Effective communication is just a start to helping students overcome the negative 
beliefs about what they feel they can and cannot accomplish with adequate effort. 
Students who have been on the fringes of academic failure from the time they first 
entered school until they finally reach high school have most likely lost the motivation to 
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expend energy to the learning process.  With studies supporting the notion that non-
cognitive factors, such as self-concept, are correlated with achievement, then students 
who have experienced inadequate success in spite of their efforts are likely to give up and 
drop out of high school.  Those who have endured years of failure may be better suited to 
the environment of a non-traditional high school that utilizes such flexible features as seat 
time waivers and attendance waivers in order to give them opportunities to experience 
success at a pace conducive to their needs. 
Social contagion theory.  Crane (1991) suggested that like infectious diseases, 
social problems are contagious and spread via peer influence.  Zvoch (2006) cited 
Crane’s theory when he asserted that the “social context of schools can serve to 
encourage or discourage school completion by facilitating student exposure to positive or 
negative peer group influences” (p. 98).  Zvoch further stated that “peer group influences 
are thought to stem from student interaction with the attitudes and dispositions of 
similarly situated classmates and are argued to be positive (in terms of fostering 
educational persistence) in schools that serve students from affluent economic 
backgrounds and negative under more economically challenged conditions” (p. 98).   
Closely associated with social contagion, and often used in the same context, is 
emotional contagion.  Basade (2002), in describing how emotional contagion operates, 
stated that “when people enter a group, they are exposed to other group members' 
emotions, which can be characterized by the valence (positive or negative) of the emotion 
being displayed and the energy level with which the emotion is expressed” (p. 647). 
Marsden (1998) divides social contagion into two major categories of emotional 
and behavioral.  Emotional social contagion is “the spread of mood and affect through 
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populations by simple exposure” and behavioral social contagion is the spread of 
behaviors “through populations by simple exposure” (Social Scientific Research on 
Social Contagion, para. 2).  The value of a high school diploma can be perceived as a 
more important goal that is expected of some social groups.  When the expectations are 
higher, when more people within the social group strives for the goal, and when the 
support is stronger from family and peers, then a student’s persistence to attain a diploma 
is more likely.  When students are exposed to high levels of apathy toward finishing 
school from peers, family, and their immediate neighborhood, then becoming a high 
school dropout is often the eventual consequence.  When students become entangled in 
peer groups engaging in risky behaviors such as having unprotected sex or taking drugs, 
they sometimes succumb to the contagious nature of these behaviors.  Staying in high 
school takes a back seat to the more “exciting” behaviors that some teens seek.  Declining 
grades, lost credits, compromised attendance, and shifting priorities can eventually lead 
to students becoming high school dropouts. 
The racial disparity of dropouts among Blacks, Whites, and Hispanics is well 
documented.  For students who attend more advantaged high schools, the influences of 
peer pressure to persist academically, regardless of one’s ethnicity or economic 
background, are more favorable toward high school completion.  High schools that are 
more disadvantaged seem to perpetuate negative peer attitudes, which contribute to lower 
rates of completion.  Regardless of whether a high school is advantaged or 
disadvantaged, a flexible school environment is important if the diverse needs of all 
students are to be met.   
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Related Literature 
In spite of the gap that currently exists in research regarding senior year dropouts 
and their subsequent return to high school, there is significantly more literature and 
research that addresses important issues closely related to this phenomenon.  The 
evolution of alternative schools has impacted the development of present day non-
traditional high school environments.  Legislation demands accountability from schools 
in regards to dropout rates and graduation rates.  Private and public agencies abound that 
conduct their own research in combating the dropout problem.  An overview of these 
issues is important in understanding the phenomenon of returning senior dropouts and 
their choice of high school environments in which to complete their requirements for 
graduation. 
 Historical Background.  Throughout the history of American education, trends 
have come and gone.  Many of these trends still exist today, only with different names 
that have evolved through the decades.  The concept of alternative schools is not new, but 
the reasons for having them and the students who attend them have changed.  Even today, 
the reasons for developing alternative programs range from providing a challenging, 
choice-based curriculum to a more punitive, mandatory program for students with the 
most chronic and disruptive behaviors.  Students have failed to complete high school 
since the early history of American education.  In more recent times, however, there is 
more of a societal stigma in being a high school dropout.  Additionally, school districts 
are now held accountable for their graduation rates.  Being aware of the historical trends 
of alternative high schools and dropouts contributes to the overall understanding of this 
study. 
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Alternative high school environments in America.  “The history of alternative 
education is a colorful story of social reformers and individualists, religious believers and 
romantics” (Miller, n.d.).  Although the terminology describing alternative school 
environments has changed through the centuries, the basic concept can be traced to the 
earliest origins of American education.  With the exception of slaves, and “until the 
1830's, America and its Framers relied upon an educational tradition of home education, 
religious schooling, private schooling, apprenticeship, and parent-directed local schools” 
(Quaqua Society, n.d.).  Lange and Sletten (2002), in describing the history of alternative 
education in America, stated the Civil Rights Movement contributed significantly to the 
disbandment of racially segregated schools.  Prior to the civil rights movement, and as far 
back as the first American schools, educational opportunities were most often dependent 
upon one’s race, gender, and even social class (Lange & Sletten, 2002).   
In the 1960s, public schools began a movement of reform that brought about a 
multitude of public school alternatives designed to promote learning.  Such concepts 
included schools within a school, which provided for smaller communities of students 
within a large high school; magnet schools, which promoted racial integration and 
offered thematic curriculums; continuation schools, which were optional attendance 
choices for students failing in the regular high school or who faced difficult personal 
situations; and fundamental schools, which utilized a “back to basics” approach (Lange & 
Sletten, 2002).  Atkins, Allen, and Meredith (2007) also cited the 1960s as the advent of 
alternative schools for students who were unsuccessful in the traditional school settings.  
They indicated that in 1973 there were 464 alternative schools in the U.S., and by 1975 
there were 5000 alternative schools. 
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 The concept of alternative schools is certainly not a new concept, but assigning a 
clear definition to what alternative education is has proven more difficult.  There is a 
wide range of concepts for the use of alternative schools, with the numbers of these 
educational settings growing yearly.  Lehr, Lanners, and Lange (2003) stated that 
alternative education “has been an active player in the American public school system” 
and that in its recent evolutional history, there has been “little agreement on its 
definition” (p. 1).  Lange and Sletton (2002) concurred that a clear definition of what an 
alternative school is does not exist, primarily because of the wide range of uses for them.  
One definition for alternative schools states that they are “designed to address the needs 
of students that typically cannot be met in regular schools,” and that “the students who 
attend alternative schools and programs are typically at risk of educational failure” 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2010, p. 1). 
Today, alternative schools are thought of primarily in the context of innovative 
schools of choice providing rigorous academic programs and sometimes even allowing 
virtual instructional programs so students can work from their home computer.  They 
might also be punitively-assigned schools developed for students with chronically 
disruptive behaviors or be modified programs designed to address the academic and 
personal challenges of students who are on the brink of dropping out of high school.  
Raywid (1994) cited that regardless of the function or many purposes alternative schools 
have today, “they have been designed to respond to a group that appears not to be 
optimally served by the regular program, and consequently they have represented varying 
degrees of departure from standard school organization, programs, and environments” (p. 
26). 
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“Alternative schooling also offers school and community leaders the opportunity 
to fulfill their legal responsibility to provide equal access to education for all students” 
(The National Dropout Prevention Center, n.d.)   Alternative high schools are critically 
needed today to combat the increasing dropout crisis America is facing.  The traditional 
high school environment is not always adequately prepared to meet the needs of students 
facing issues of pregnancy, economic crisis, homelessness, inadequate self-efficacy, or 
inadequate parental support.  Providing high school environments that encourage rather 
than discourage attainment of a diploma is vitally important.  Communities must begin to 
look more critically at developing unique programs to address the specific needs of their 
at-risk and dropout teens.  
Recognizing the importance and need for quality alternative education programs, 
the National Alternative Education Association has identified exemplary practices and 
the specific indicators considered essential in developing successful program (p. 4).  
Students drop out of high school or are at risk for dropping out for a variety of reasons, 
but with quality programs, “alternative education offers innovative, non-traditional 
approaches to teaching this population of learners, which aides in preventing these 
students from becoming dropouts” (p. 4).  It is not enough to expect all students to remain 
in the traditional high school setting and find the supports they need, as many of them 
have personal barriers and challenges that otherwise prevent them from staying in school 
long enough to earn a diploma.  Kennelly and Monrad (2007), in their report for the 
National High School Center, asserted that an “effective system of credit recovery, 
second-chance schools, and alternative paths to graduation are important strategies to 
stem the dropout of students in 11th and 12th grade” (p. 9). 
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In responding to the need for additional research on the outcomes for 
academically based alternative programs for dropout prevention, Franklin, Streeter, Kim, 
and Tripodi (2007) conducted a quasi-experimental study to determine if a solution-
focused alternative school was effective in preventing students from dropping out from 
high school.  They compared students at-risk for dropping out and who attended an 
alternative school to similar students who attended a traditional high school in the same 
urban city and determined that “that alternative schools that focus on students' strengths 
are generally more effective at dropout prevention than schools that do not” (p. 140).  
They suggested that it would be “advantageous for school systems to design and 
implement academic alternative schools” (p. 143).  Alternative high schools, or non-
traditional high schools, continually refine those characteristics that create a successful 
environment for recovering dropouts and for retaining students at-risk for dropping out. 
Tracking dropouts.  Dorn (1996), in one of his extensive writings on the history 
of American dropouts, stated that “dropping out in itself was not a primary concern of 
educators until the mid-twentieth century,” and it was not until after 1960 that students 
who failed to complete high school “became commonly identified as part of a specific 
problem called ‘dropping out’” (p. 80).  Prior to the 1960s, dropouts, often called “non-
completers,” left school to pursue the military, obtain jobs, or apprentice with tradesmen.   
In an earlier analysis of the history of dropouts, Dorn (1993) noted that at the turn 
of the twentieth century, relatively few teens attended high school, much less completed 
it.  He further stated that the word “dropout” was not even a recognized category in 
education until the middle of the twentieth century.  However, between 1960 and 1965, 
interest in the phenomenon of dropping out of high school at a time when teens were then 
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expected to graduate prompted dozens of people to write about the dropout problem and 
what could be done about it.  Dorn surmised that “since only a small minority of public 
school students graduated from high school at the turn of the century, no one writing at 
that time discussed the problem with the degree of urgency that 1960s' writers would 
later express” (p. 370).  He summarized by stating that “the emergence of the ‘dropout 
problem’ as a headline issue in the 1960s thus marked a turning point in the symbolic role 
of the high school as it changed from an elite to a comprehensive institution” (p. 370). 
When the National Commission on Excellence in Education published A Nation 
at Risk (1983), the American public became keenly aware of the dropout problem and the 
educational deficiencies of public education.  According to the follow-up report in 1998, 
A Nation Still at Risk, more than six million American students dropped out of school 
between the times the two reports were published.  In 2001, the No Child Left Behind Act 
(NCLB) was passed.  Among the provisions of this federal law were greater school 
accountability, mandated assessments, increased parental involvement, and employment 
of highly qualified teachers.  With the advent of Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), a 
measurement that helps determine the rate at which schools are progressing toward the 
fulfillment of NCLB, educators have lined up on both sides of the debate as to whether 
the law is helping to close the achievement gap among racial groups and whether it is 
hurting or helping high school graduation rates.   
In 1997, the Alliance for Excellent Education cited that 7,000 American high 
school students become dropouts each day, and only 70% of entering freshmen graduate 
with a regular diploma.  They assert that NCLB was created primarily to improve 
educational outcomes in grades K-8 and that “NCLB emerged with provisions that often 
  
28 
 
neglect, or that are even at odds with, the needs of America’s millions of secondary 
students, particularly the six million students who are most at risk of dropping out of 
school each year” (p. 2).  Today, all public schools, school districts, state educational 
agencies, and the United States Department of Education track a myriad of dropout data.  
The statistics are not encouraging. 
Project Specific Information   
In considering the high school environment preferred by recovered dropouts who 
left in their senior year but returned before 21 years of age, an overview of specific 
related topics is important.  Students drop out of high school for many reasons, and senior 
dropouts are no exception.  Identifying these common reasons can help educators and 
policymakers develop successful alternative schools and programs that better serve the 
unique needs of these returning students.  Understanding the concept of non-traditional, 
or alternative, high schools and how they are different from a more traditional high 
school environment is essential.  The environment of traditional schools is more clearly 
understood; however, it is the distinctiveness of non-traditional high schools that is often 
desired for returning dropouts.  Additionally, identifying Georgia’s dropout problem and 
graduation rates is necessary in putting this study in perspective.   
Contributing factors to dropout rate.  Teenagers face a myriad of challenges, 
obstacles, and barriers in their pursuit of a regular high school diploma.  Across the 
nation, issues of pregnancy, parenting, homelessness, poverty, academic apathy, credit 
deficiency, academic failure, and chronic absenteeism contribute to students leaving 
school before earning a diploma (Bridgeland, DiIulio, & Morison, 2009; Thornburgh, 
2006).  African American students have alarmingly higher rates for dropping out than 
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White students (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006; Jordan, Lara, & McPartland, 
1996; Tyler & Lofstrom, 2009).  The Alliance for Excellent Education (2009) cites that 
millions of students who start high school fail to finish, and of students who do earn their 
regular diploma on time, “barely half of African American and Hispanic students earn 
diplomas with their peers” (FactSheet).  Even more disconcerting is the number of 
students in grade 12 who drop out before earning their diploma.  Regardless of the 
reasons for students dropping out of school, it usually “reflects their unique life 
circumstances, and is part of a slow process of disengagement from school,” and student 
surveys indicate “reasons or common responses that emerge relating to the academic 
environment, real life events, and a lack of personal motivation and external sources of 
motivation and guidance” (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006, p. 3).   
 Traditional high schools demand that students complete a course within a defined 
length of time and use the more traditional instructional approach of lecture, writing, and 
discussions.  For students who struggle academically, this often presents a barrier to their 
success in high school.  Other students have been forced to seek employment to 
supplement family incomes because of lost jobs in today’s weak economy.  These jobs 
are sometimes during the school day, or they last until late at night.  This can result in 
excessive absenteeism and fatigue, both of which lead to poor academic performance.  
Teenagers dealing with pregnancy or small children do not always have the support 
needed to enable them to continue attending school on a regular basis.  Some students 
simply do not find their social niche in a traditional high school (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & 
Morison, 2006; Center for Labor Market Studies, 2009; Committee on Education and 
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Labor, 2009; Knesting, 2008; Neild, Balfanz, & Herzog, 2007; Wald & Losen, 2005; and 
Zvoch, 2006).   
Another often-documented reason for students dropping out of high school is poor 
self-efficacy.  A student’s self-efficacy, or one’s feelings of self-worth and ability to 
perform a task in order to attain a goal, is usually formed well before reaching the high 
school grades.  A large number of studies have been conducted that investigate the 
impact that self-efficacy has on one’s academic achievement, intellectual development, 
motivation processes, and social relations (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 
1995; Bandura, Caprara, Barbaranelli, & Pastorelli, 2003; Caprara, Pastorelli, Regalia, & 
Scabini, 2005; Caraway, Tucker, & Hall, 2003; Richard, Diefendorff, & Martin, 2006).  
Studies focusing on the self-efficacy of African American and Hispanic students suggest 
that the problem is more prevalent among these subgroups and may require earlier and 
more intensive intervention to prevent the students from dropping out of high school 
(Jonson-Reid, Davis, Saunders, Williams, & Williams, 2005; Tyler & Lofstrom, 2009). 
The Boston Youth Transitions Task Force (2006) interviewed dropouts and 
students at-risk for dropping out in Boston public schools and found that the most 
important factor they attributed to success or failure is the presence or lack of presence of 
caring adults in the lives who will support them in school.  According to the students, 
“the essential ingredients of successful student engagement and achievement are positive, 
consistent, and long-term ties with family, peers, other caring adults and effective 
external support programs” (p. 11).  Other reasons they cited for students failing to 
complete high school included credit deficiency, academic difficulties, unsafe schools, 
poverty, and pregnancy.  When asked about alternative school settings, students stated 
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that they liked alternative education programs because they are small, which enables them 
to “get personal attention from teachers and ‘work at their own pace’” (p. 12). 
While much is known about why high school students drop out in the first two 
years, much less is known about why students drop out in their senior year, particularly 
students who make it to the twelfth grade on time.  In their extensive study on the dropout 
crisis in Philadelphia, Neild and Balfanz (2006) determined that seniors who earned less 
than three credits and/or attended school less than thirty percent of the time during their 
senior year were much more likely to drop out before graduating.  They also noted that 
students who were placed in juvenile facilities during their senior year had a high 
probability of dropping out. 
Schargel (n.d.) believes that one reason seniors drop out of high school is because 
they have “completed all or most of their core subjects and their staying in high school is 
simply ‘treading water,’” and the only solution is for high schools “to provide reasons for 
students to stick around” (para. 2).  He further suggests that high schools provide 
incentives available only to seniors, such as driver’s education courses and service 
learning programs.  Another credit worthy activity that might be available to seniors only 
would be community assistance programs, such as providing services to senior citizens 
that “provide both an intergenerational contact along with an opportunity for personal 
growth” (para. 5). 
Characteristics of non-traditional high schools.  Even before the term “non-
traditional high school” was coined, educators began looking at ways to keep students at-
risk from dropping in high school.  The pioneers in alternative or non-traditional high 
school concepts quickly determined that trying to convince students not to drop out just 
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was not enough.  They concluded that there had to be an alternative approach to earning a 
diploma to offer these students.  Dauw (1972) described one such setting in his study of 
the Individualized Instruction Program in Pontiac, Michigan, a dropout prevention 
program that opened in 1968 and was designed to encourage more students to complete 
high school.  The program utilized individualized instruction, a separate facility, a threat-
free environment and a comfortable setting, a reduced pupil-teacher ratio of 15:1, and 
student participation in the decision-making process (p. 340).  His quantitative study 
seeking to determine if a relationship existed between eight variables, such as dropout 
rate, school attendance, and student achievement to students’ participation in the 
program, indicated that the program was effective in improving student behaviors and 
improving academic achievement.  Except for student self-concept, all variables tested 
“attested to the merits of the program” (p. 339).   
There are distinctive differences between the environments of most non-
traditional high schools and traditional high schools.  Non-traditional high schools are 
often developed to meet the specific needs of a community in which the graduation rate is 
not satisfactory.  In Georgia, almost all alternative and non-traditional high schools apply 
for and receive seat time waivers and attendance waivers.  Without substantial 
differences between the environments of traditional and non-traditional high schools, 
dropouts or students most at-risk for dropping out would make no distinction between the 
two; therefore, the dropout rate would continue to spiral out of control. 
Tyler and Lofstrom (2009) described successful non-traditional high schools in 
New York that have lower student-teacher ratios, offer a personalized educational 
experience, emphasize connections to work and college, and use flexible course 
  
33 
 
scheduling.  Lange and Sletten (2002) identify common characteristics of successful 
alternative school environments.  These include maintaining a small size, increasing the 
one-on-one interaction between teachers and students, creating a supportive environment, 
creating opportunities for students’ successes that are relevant to their future, and putting 
an emphasis on student decision-making.  Additionally, they cite the importance of 
linkage to multiple agencies to help meet the diverse needs of the unique student 
population.   
Non-traditional high schools are not a dumping ground for at-risk, problematic 
students.  These schools offer intensive student support with flexible means of attending 
and completing work so that those barriers that previously led to dropping out are 
minimized.  This model is one that “offers a student an opportunity to learn more at their 
own pace in a way that is positive and encouraging” and enables more students to “reach 
their peak potential” (Kingston, 2008).  In Trenton, New Jersey, a non-traditional model 
was created to address the staggering numbers of dropouts in its district.  Chmelynski 
(2006) describes the Daylight/Twilight High program that “ is not an alternative school 
but an attractive option for older teens and adults wanting legitimate proof they 
completed high school” (p. 39).  Utilizing a no-nonsense approach to the core academic 
subjects as well as technology, students can also earn credits for community service and 
work experience.  Many states offer seat time and attendance waivers to alternative and 
non-traditional high schools to increase the likelihood of graduation for students enrolled 
in the program.   
Aronson (1995) identified critical characteristics of successful alternative and 
non-traditional programs.  Among these include a choice for teachers to work at the 
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school rather than being assigned to the school, a staff of caring and supportive teachers, 
a degree of autonomy from the other schools in the district, and a flexible curriculum to 
meet the needs of all students.  Replicating the environment of a non-traditional high 
school is simply not feasible for most traditional high schools.  While they strive to 
provide caring teachers who support all students, the smaller class sizes and flexible 
curriculum is generally not attainable. 
Neild and Balfanz (2006) stated that there are many promising alternative and 
non-traditional high school programs designed for dropout prevention and dropout 
recovery.  However, “students who are 17 or 18 years old when they drop out of school 
and who still need to earn three or four school years’ worth of credits in order to earn a 
high school diploma are unlikely to be well-served by traditional high school programs, 
or even by non-traditional programs, offered in the afternoon or evening that require 
several years of classwork” (p. 33).  Rather, these students would benefit more from 
programs that provide more expeditious means of graduating. 
In Georgia, the Department of Education allows and encourages alternative and 
non-traditional high schools to apply for and utilize waivers for seat time and attendance.  
A seat time waiver exempts a school from requiring that students spend 150 hours on a 
course before a Carnegie unit is awarded (Georgia State Rules, 2010).  An attendance 
waiver exempts a school from requiring the full day of attendance as well as overall 
flexibility in the required days a student must be in school for one academic year to be 
counted as a full-time student (Georgia State Rules, 2010).  Communities in Schools 
(2010), which operates several successful Performance Learning Centers in Georgia, 
embraces the use of these waivers in their successful dropout prevention programs. 
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One such high school in Georgia that successfully utilizes waivers is Polaris 
Evening School, located in a northern suburb of Atlanta.  Begun in 1992, the school was 
“originally designed as a measure to reduce the high school dropout rate and to identify 
at-risk high school students” and continues to focus its attention on this population of 
students (Polaris Evening School, 2010, p. 1).  Serving students in grades nine through 
twelve, it is touted as a non-traditional evening school where enrollment is voluntary.  
Classes are Monday through Thursday from 4 p.m. until 10 p.m.  Special services, such 
as special education, are not available at the school.  Students access their curriculum via 
self-paced online computer classes.  For the 2010-2011 academic year, there were 92 
seniors enrolled as compared to 59 freshmen, 62 sophomores, and 59 juniors. 
Garland Non-traditional High School in Texas opened in 2006 to address the 
dropout crisis that was persistently plaguing their school district.  According to Scarpa 
(2008), the school district developed its high school program based on research that 
indicated that students most often dropped out of school because their academic and 
emotional needs were not adequately being met.  This frustration often led to simply 
dropping out of school.  The program emphasizes individualized, self-paced Internet-
based learning for students at-risk for dropping out.  Class sizes with a maximum of 15 
students to one teacher promote opportunities for students to receive the help they seek in 
a non-threatening, caring environment.  “Graduation, once thought of as an unattainable 
goal, is now a ubiquitous presence in students' lives” as a result of this non-traditional 
high school (p. 74). 
The non-traditional high school in the South Georgia school district that was part 
of this study officially opened in January 2011.  By May of that year, there were a total of 
  
36 
 
147 students enrolled in the program.  These students were comprised primarily of former 
dropouts under the age of 20, as well as a few students in danger of dropping out 
recommended for enrollment by the principals of the two traditional high schools.  A 
total of 18 former dropouts and students at risk for dropping out graduated in May 2011.  
Another 13 students graduated in September of 2011.  Seventeen more students who had 
been dropouts or who were at risk of dropping out graduated in January 19, 2012.  
Approximately 30 students are on track to graduate in May 2012.  The flexible, evening 
environment may be a contributing factor to the early success of the program.   
 Georgia graduation and dropout rates.  Georgia’s graduation rate in public 
high schools has not fared well.  Despite costly initiatives and efforts to adhere to No 
Child Left Behind, students are continuing to drop out of high school, with a noticeable 
discrepancy among races and economic groups.  The Alliance for Excellent Education 
(2009) cited in their report regarding graduation rates in Georgia that “holding schools, 
districts, and states responsible for aggressively increasing graduation rates while also 
improving student performance is necessary to discourage schools from ‘pushing out’ 
students who might not score high enough on achievement tests” (All4ed).  Amrein and 
Berliner (2003) determined “88 percent of the states with high school graduation tests 
have higher dropout rates than do states without graduation tests” (p. 33).  Georgia has 
mandated graduation tests in writing, language arts, math, science and social studies, 
although that rule has changed for incoming ninth graders beginning with the 2011-2012 
school year.  Whether this change impacts the state’s graduation rate remains to be seen. 
 Not all states require that students pass high school exit exams as a component to 
earning their high school diploma.  Shriberg and Shribert (2006) stated that “while the 
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national graduation rate appears to have begun its decline in 1984, there is growing 
evidence that the current emphasis on high-stakes testing as required by NCLB has 
exacerbated this preexisting dropout crisis—and that this effect is particularly harmful for 
students from minority groups and of lower socioeconomic status” (p. 78).  Not only does 
Georgia require high school exit exams, but also the dropout rate for minorities, 
especially Blacks, is significantly higher than for Whites.  Beginning with the 2011-2012 
school year, Georgia began to phase out the use of the Georgia High School Graduation 
Tests, their exit exams, in lieu of increased use of the End-of-Course Tests, which are 
specific course-related tests that will be taken at the end of certain required courses and 
count 20% of the final grade of the course.  It remains to be seen if the move away from 
subject-related exams taken initially at the end of a student’s junior year will have any 
impact on the graduation and dropout rate in Georgia and especially among minorities. 
The Alliance for Excellent Education (2009) cited that only 56% of Georgia 
public school students would graduate within four years of high school.  White students 
were predicted to graduate at 65%, African American students at 46%, and Hispanic 
students at only 41%.  The Governor’s Office of Student Achievement (2008) stated that 
Georgia’s statewide graduation rate goal was 80% by the year 2010, which it had not 
achieved.  Total graduation rates increased from 65.4% in 2004 to 72.3% in 2007.  In 
2009, Georgia discarded their long-utilized diploma choices for students.  Students had 
previously been able to select from a curriculum that led to a college prep diploma or one 
that led to a vocational/technical diploma.  New rules passed by the Georgia Department 
of Education (2009) currently eliminate these choices and require all students to complete 
a common set of requirements, with flexibility, to earn a regular diploma.  Citing their 
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own research, they defended their choice by asserting that “when students take 
challenging courses in high school, they have more options when they graduate” and 
“what used to be thought of as ‘college prep’ curriculum is now the basic level of 
preparation all students need to be successful in college and the workplace” (p. 8).  No 
longer do high school students in Georgia have the opportunity to pursue a diploma that 
is uniquely reflective of their post-graduation desires.  If some Georgia high school 
students struggled when they had the ability to choose from a college prep or vocational 
prep diploma, they are surely more frustrated now, with thoughts of dropping out an 
option more easily considered.    
The number of students who drop out of high school in Georgia was nearly the 
same for grades nine through eleven for the 2008-2009 school year, according to The 
National Center for Education Statistics (2011).  There was a 4.5% dropout rate for ninth 
graders, a 4.6% dropout rate for tenth graders, and a 4.3% dropout rate for eleventh 
graders.  However, the dropout rate for twelfth graders was 3.3%, representing 3,199 
students.  While this number was lower than for the previous three grades, it is unsettling 
that so many students advance so close to the culmination of their high school career, 
only to drop out before attaining a diploma.  
 In their report, Left Behind in America, The Center for Labor Market Studies 
(2009) cite that one in five 16 to 24 year-olds were dropouts in Georgia, which was the 
highest in the nation at the time of publication (p. 2).  Balfanz, Almeida, Steinberg, 
Santos, and Hornig (2009) reported that 17 states are responsible for 70% of America’s 
dropouts, with Georgia representing one of those 17 states.  In determining where the 
lowest graduation rates are in Georgia, they reported that “the high schools with the 
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lowest graduation rates served mostly poor and minority students” and that African 
American and Hispanic students “are more likely than white students to attend schools 
with low graduation rates” (p. 5).  Clearly, this is not encouraging news in the state’s 
efforts to reduce the dropout rate among minority groups.  The Governor’s Office of 
Student Achievement, in collaboration with the Georgia Department of Education, 
provides the public with all data related to educational accountability in the state.  The 
graduation rate in 2009 for all Georgia public school students was 78.9%.  However, 
82.7% were White students, 74.1% were African American students, and 71% were 
Hispanic students.  When considering individual school districts, more advantaged high 
schools report higher graduation rates overall as well as among subgroups, and the least 
advantaged schools report significantly lower graduation rates overall and among 
subgroups, sometimes not exceeding 50%. 
 Determining the true graduation rate or dropout rate in Georgia is problematic 
because of the “range of confusing graduation rate calculations that do not provide the 
accurate measurement intended by the law,” according to the Alliance for Excellent 
Education (n.d.).  Smink and Schargel (2004) concur that determining the true dropout 
rate in any state is complicated.  Although the federal government provides a clear 
definition of who a dropout is, some states use a variation of the federal formula to derive 
their dropout rate.  The dropout rate yielded by those states most likely yields a lower 
figure than what it would be if the federal formula was used.  In 2008, the Georgia 
Department of Education reported a 72% graduation rate for No Child Left Behind; 
however, the U.S. Department of Education reported only 62%, and Education Week 
reported an even lower 56%.  This report by the Alliance of Excellent Education (n.d.) 
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further stated that there was an 18% gap between Caucasian students and African 
American students in reporting the 2008 graduation rate.   
 Beginning with the 2011-2012 school year, the Georgia Department of Education 
implemented a new formula for determining graduation rates that is consistent with 
federal regulations.  Previously, the state used an alternative formula, which made it 
difficult to compare rates to states using the federal formula or some other approved 
formula, according to the Alliance for Excellent Education (n.d.).  Georgia State 
Superintendent John Barge asserted that with the new formula in place, the Georgia 
Department of Education predicts that the state’s graduation will plunge, thus increasing 
the dropout rate (2011). 
 Georgia is not alone in utilizing its own formula for determining the dropout and 
graduation rate.  The Boston Youth Transitions Task Force (2006), in trying to pinpoint 
the number of dropouts in Boston, asserted that the “first step in tackling the dropout 
challenge is to understand the true size and nature of the problem” and that while there is 
data on dropouts, “the nation does not have a consistent means of generating high quality 
data on the number, characteristics and circumstances of youth who drop out” (p. 5).  The 
task force pointed out that “schools’ incentives to report data accurately are skewed” and 
that underreporting is probably because “schools can be penalized rather than rewarded 
for diligently tracking dropout rates, potentially losing per-pupil funding for declining 
enrollment as a result of careful dropout reporting” (p. 6). 
Related Research   
In the last decade, many important studies and reports have garnered the attention 
of educators, policymakers, and non-profit organizations promoting improved education 
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in America.  They have uncovered stunning trends and facts regarding the dropout crisis.  
Some cite the negative impact to the American economy; many focus on the racial 
disparities that are profoundly evident among dropouts; and some offer hope for current 
and proposed dropout prevention and recovery programs.  All suggest that the issue of 
dropouts is an educational emergency on a national level. 
Economic impact.  An online press release from the Committee on Education 
and Labor (2009) asserted that “the U.S. high school dropout crisis poses one of the 
greatest threats to the nation’s economic growth and competitiveness and must be 
addressed” (para.1).  The economic impact of large numbers of students dropping out of 
high school is detrimental to the economy from the local to the national levels (Martin & 
Halperin, 2006).  In The Silent Epidemic: Perspectives of High School Dropouts, the 
authors of this landmark report cited that “dropouts are much more likely than their peers 
who graduate to be unemployed, living in poverty, receiving public assistance, in prison, 
on death row, unhealthy, divorced, and ultimately single parents with children who drop 
out from high school themselves” (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006, p. i).  They 
further stated that “the prevalence of high dropout rates not only imperils individual 
futures but also profoundly impacts our communities and nation due to the loss of 
productive workers, the earnings and revenues they would have generated, and the higher 
costs associated with increased incarceration, health care and social services” (p. i).  This 
report, funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, utilized not only data on the 
dropout rates for each state, but also utilized surveys and conducted focus group 
interviews with hundreds of actual dropouts to determine the primary reasons they 
dropped out and what they felt could have been done to help prevent it from happening.  
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The responses were sobering but not surprising.  Respondents indicated they dropped out 
because they felt their classes were boring, their teachers did not motivate them enough, 
and their parents were not involved in their education except when they got into trouble.  
Many students indicated they needed to find employment due to family economic 
hardships, were failing most or all of their classes, were credit deficient, and had too 
many absences.  When asked what might have helped them remain in school, the same 
students stated the need for more relevant curriculum, more engaging instruction, more 
caring teachers, and more parental involvement at the high school level. 
Grad Nation (2009), a 10-year campaign to reverse the dropout crisis, reported 
that “nearly one-third of all public high school students do not graduate with their class” 
and the “dropout epidemic disproportionately affects young people who are low-income, 
children of single parents, or certain minorities” (p. 9).  The report further stated that 
“approximately 15 percent of high schools in America produce close to half of the 
nation’s dropouts and over two-thirds of its minority dropouts” (p. 10).  According to the 
Alliance for Excellent Education (2009), a dropout will earn about $260,000 less in 
income over the course of a lifetime as compared to an individual who holds a high 
school diploma.  They also state that by increasing the graduation rates of Hispanic and 
African-American students by the year 2020, there could be an increase in personal 
income adding in excess of $310,000 billion to the American economy.   
In a separate report, the Alliance for Excellent Education (2007) stated that 
dropouts drain economic resources at the state and national level and that  “lower local, 
state, and national tax revenues are perhaps the most obvious consequence of higher 
dropout rates; even when dropouts are employed, they earn significantly lower wages 
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than graduates” (p. 2).  The economic impact is certainly detrimental to the American 
economy, but the impact it makes on the future of an individual who becomes a dropout 
is bleak and discouraging and lasts for a lifetime. 
 Jerald (2006) noted that up to thirty years ago, even high school dropouts could 
eventually find good jobs, work hard work, and make economic advances during the 
course of their career.  That is rarely the case today, he stated, and most “high school 
dropouts face diminishing opportunities and a lifetime of financial struggle” (p. 2).  
Jerald further stated that “the median earnings of families headed by a high school 
dropout declined by nearly a third between 1974 and 2004” (p. 2).  “High school 
dropouts are more likely to be unemployed, receive public assistance, commit crimes and 
become incarcerated,” and “they are less likely to receive job-based health insurance and 
pension plans, be healthy and live as long, and vote and make other kinds of civic 
contributions” (p. 2).  Ignoring the dropout crisis clearly costs American citizens untold 
millions of dollars. 
According to the Alliance for Excellent Education (2011), around 61,550 students 
from the class of 2010 dropped out of high school in the state of Georgia.  Based on their 
estimates, if only half of these dropouts had graduated, they would have earn a combined 
total of $343 million more in earnings as compared to their earnings as a dropout, spent 
an additional $256 million to support Georgia’s economy in an average year, and 
contributed to about $26 million in state’s tax revenues.  Clearly, the dropout rate in 
Georgia results in staggering losses to the state. 
Racial disparities.  Data repeatedly cites that of the students who dropped out of 
high school, there are significant discrepancies between the number of Whites who 
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dropped out and the number of minority students who dropped out (Center for Labor 
Market Studies, 2009; Jordan, Lara, & McPartland, 1996; Knesting, 2008; Tyler & 
Lofstrom, 2009; and Zvoch, 2006).  The high school dropout rate among teens is 
staggeringly high, with minority groups representing a disproportionate number of this 
group (Wald and Losen, 2005).  “Nearly 1 out of 3 public high school students won't 
graduate,” and for “Latinos and African Americans, the rate approaches an alarming 
50%,” concurred Thornburgh (2006, para. 5). One study indicated that Hispanic students 
feel they are unsuccessful because of lack of parental support, lack of personal 
motivation, lack of meaningful relationships with their teachers, and lack of adequate 
academic support (Hernandez & Nesman, 2004).  This study was important because 
rather than assuming the reasons that the students dropped out, they were individually 
surveyed.  Findings from a study investigating the high dropout rate for Hispanic students 
in North Carolina indicated that poor achievement, discipline issues, need for 
employment, pregnancy, and frequent moving significantly contributed to the higher 
dropout rate among this group (Glennie & Stearns, 2002).   
In Georgia, the 2005 graduation rate was reported at 61.8%, with rates for 
African-American males at only 47.4% (Wald & Losen, 2005).  Education Week (2010) 
reports that in 2007, the national graduation rate was 68.8%, with over three-fourths of 
Whites graduating from high school and just 54% of African Americans graduating.  
Because different states utilize different formulas for determining the graduation rate, it is 
difficult to accurately compare dropout rates from state to state.  According to the 
National Center for Education Statistics (2011), Georgia had a 4.2% dropout rate, 
translating to 19,942 dropouts for the 2008-2009 school year.  The dropout rate for 
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Whites was 3.4%, or 7,561 students and 5.3% for Blacks, or 9,946 students.   
It is important to identify the primary reasons for dropping out within the different 
racial groups.  The most effective way to identify these reasons is by interviewing those 
students who have dropped out.  Developing programs that provide opportunities for 
diploma attainment must be tailored to the needs of a specific student population.  Based 
on individual states’ data, no geographical area of the United States is immune from the 
devastating dropout rates and the consequences it imposes on the community.  
 Commissioned reports on the dropout crisis.  Since 2000, a number of 
significant public reports on the dropout crisis have caught the attention of educators, 
researchers, policymakers, and educational funding institutions.  While some of the 
reports focus on programs that have already yielded positive results, others propose 
initiatives suggested for implementation to combat the dropout problem.  The Alliance 
for Excellent Education (2008), a policy, advocacy, and research organization that 
encourages and promotes reform to improve student achievement and attainment for the 
most at-risk middle and high school students, has published many comprehensive reports 
and maintains an extensive website for accessing hundreds of resources.  In their report, 
From No Child Left Behind to Every Child a Graduate (2008), they emphasized that 
students enter high school with a range of abilities, goals, and interests, and that these 
differences can interfere with overall high school success and completion.  They strongly 
recommended that high schools become more flexible and offer multiple pathways to 
graduation, develop career academies, open alternative schools for credit-deficient 
students, utilize online courses, create integrated-service schools that provide such 
supports as child care services, and provide more personalized academic support within 
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all these models.  In the Alliance’s 2008 report, Dropouts, Diplomas, and Dollars: U.S. 
High Schools and the Nation’s Economy, they praised the innovative and alternative 
schools and programs that currently exist, but noted that even in high schools with higher 
graduation rates, the subgroups of their students continued to lag in graduation rates.   
The diverse needs of students are simply not being met in a one-size-fits-all high 
school.  Bloom, Thompson, & Ivry (2010) assert that there is an urgent “need for a robust 
system of ‘second-chance’ programs to help reconnect dropouts” (p. 5).  They cite 
limited success with dropout prevention and recovery programs such as YouthBuild, 
ChalleNGe, and Conservation Corps, but their drawback is their inability to assist 
students with lower reading abilities.  Clearly, there is a recognized need for alternative 
programs to meet the unique needs of dropout students, but too many are coming up short 
to make an overall positive difference in reversing the staggeringly high dropout rate in 
America.   
Several of the major cities in the United States have created a task force to find 
solutions to their high dropout rates.  Neild and Balfanz (2006) conducted extensive 
research on dropouts in Philadelphia and concluded in their Unfulfilled Promise paper 
that it is “more difficult to predict who will drop out among upper-grades students, 
suggesting that the factors that precipitate dropout may be more personal and 
idiosyncratic than those affecting dropout in earlier grades” (p. 5).  While they were able 
to pinpoint more conclusive reasons for students dropping out up through tenth grade, 
they stated that “about 20% of Philadelphia’s students drop out late in high school, when 
they are relatively close to obtaining their diploma” (p. 5).  Based on their research, they 
  
47 
 
stated, “it is more difficult to predict which students in the 11th or 12th grade are likely to 
drop out and, as a result, it is more difficult to target them with needed supports” (p. 5).    
Jimerson, Furlong, Sharkey, Felix, Skokut, & Earhart (2008), in their report for 
the California Dropout Research Project, determined that data from the California 
Department of Education revealed “a stable trend of tens of thousands of students 
dropping out of high school during grades 9, 10, and 11, but since 2000 there has been a 
relative increase in the number of students who have dropped out after entering grade 12” 
(p. 5).  Consequently, because of the “substantial number of students who drop out during 
Grade 12, there is great interest in better understanding who these youths are and what 
happens to them during and immediately after their senior year of high school” (p. 5).  
They concluded that their results “highlight that the variables that consistently predict 
school completion and dropout among high school students in general do not provide 
prediction of the educational outcomes among this group of twelfth-grade students” (p. 
48).  This study suggested that a closer look at why students in their senior year drop out 
is needed, since so much is known about dropouts in earlier grades but not about dropouts 
in their senior year. 
In their landmark report, The Silent Epidemic: Perspectives of High School 
Dropouts, Bridgeland, DiIulio, and Morison (2006) poignantly approach the problem 
from the dropouts’ points of views.  The 467 ethnically and racially diverse students led 
the researchers to conclude that alternative high school environments are critically 
important in addressing the dropout crisis.  Specifically, an array of choices should be 
made available to them “in an effort to make school more relevant to the lives and goals 
of the students, to give them the individual attention they need, to have high expectations, 
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for them, and to address promptly their special needs and circumstances to keep them on 
track for graduation” (p. 14).  In Achieving Graduation for All: A Governor’s Guide to 
Dropout Prevention and Recovery (2009), this comprehensive report describes the 
Alternative High School Initiative, which is a consortium of 12 organizations committed 
to creating non-conventional high school programs for dropouts.  Programs such as Big 
Picture Schools, Place-Based Partnerships, Diploma Plus, Gateway to College, and 
YouthBuild are showing promise in retrieving young dropouts.  The Youth Funders 
Group published a hopeful report urging school systems to consider effective means of 
outreach to recovery young high school dropouts.  They also cited specific non-
traditional programs that have yielded success in recovery of dropouts.  Acknowledging 
the urgency of the dropout problem, a task force for the National Governor’s Association 
(2005) made five recommendations to improve U.S. graduation rates.  Embedded in these 
recommendations were suggestions for more accurate data on the dropout rate, earlier 
intervention programs, public awareness of the issues, and community partnerships to 
develop and support innovative programs.  
Summary 
 The concept of high school dropouts is not new; the identification of a 
consistently viable program that meets the needs of returning dropouts continues to 
emerge.  Very little research exists, either quantitative or qualitative, that suggests 
returning dropouts, especially senior dropouts, are satisfied with the environments offered 
that meet their unique needs.  Most dropouts are faced with personal life challenges and 
academic difficulties that were years in the making.  Obviously, there is no single 
solution.  If there is one thing that is clear based on the dismal dropout statistics in 
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America, it is that the existing traditional high school model is not the most appropriate 
environment to meet the diverse needs of all students of high school age in America.  
Choices must be available, but identifying the most desirable characteristics of a high 
school that enable dropouts to return is critically important.  The answer may be found by 
allowing the voices of those students who did return and had choices tell their stories.  
From them, we can gain a new perspective of the needs of one of the most precious 
resources our nation has, which are the future adult citizens of our community and 
country.  This literature review suggests that our educational system has failed too many 
students, and the trend continues to spiral out of control.  The dropout crisis is an 
“ailment” that “threatens the nation’s democracy, economy and social fabric” (Williams, 
2009, p. 13).  Urgent action is needed to recover millions of dropouts before they are no 
longer eligible to receive their high school diploma.  Starting with the recovery of senior 
dropouts is of highest priority as they have the least amount of time left to attain their 
high school diploma. 
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CHAPER 3: METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
This research topic was selected because there is relatively little information 
regarding the reasons why senior dropouts choose to return to high school for their 
diploma and what high school environment they seek to make that journey successful.  
By using a qualitative study, the focus is shifted to commonalities in the experiences and 
choices of the participants.  It is because “reality inheres in the perceptions of 
individuals” that meaning can be gleaned from this approach (Glatthorn & Joyner, 2005, 
p. 40).  This study draws on the voices, feelings, opinions, and perceptions of former 
senior dropouts who returned to one of two high school environments in one South 
Georgia school district and successfully earned their diploma.  This chapter explains the 
research design, identifies the research questions, describes the participants and setting, 
gives information about the role of the researcher, describes the method of data collection 
and data analysis, and discusses trustworthiness and ethical issues. 
Research Design 
An empirical, transcendental phenomenological approach was used for this study, 
as it offers a rigorous approach to inquiry and design, with the researcher, readers, and 
participants having roles in how the study is designed.  A phenomenological approach 
was needed to “reduce individual experiences with a phenomenon to a description of the 
universal essence” (Creswell, 2007, p. 58).  This approach enabled me to use the voices 
of former senior year high school dropouts to more fully understand why they dropped 
out in their senior year, what influenced them to return to the high school setting, and 
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which characteristics of a high school environment were considered as most important by 
these students when deciding whether to enroll in a traditional high school or a non-
traditional high school upon their return.  The students used their own words to express 
what they found appealing about their selected choice between the two different high 
school environments and why they felt it contributed to their attainment of a high school 
diploma.  It was the thoughts and experiences of the participants, in their words, that the 
researcher sought to interpret.  The results of the study allowed the researcher to identify 
improved dropout prevention strategies and program supports for students at-risk of 
dropping out of high school in this school specific district and to identify specific 
conditions of a high school environment that are important in effectively meeting the 
needs of students at-risk for dropping out or for recovering dropouts who have not 
reached the age of 20.   
Research Question 1:  What are the primary reasons a high school student 
identified as a senior drops out of school before earning a diploma? 
Research Question 2:  What factors influence a high school senior dropout to 
return to high school and earn a diploma before the age of 20? 
Research Question 3:  When given a choice of attending a traditional high school 
or a non-traditional high school, what are the characteristics of the selected high school 
environment that influences senior year dropouts to return? 
Research Question 4:  What are the differences between the perceptions of 
Caucasian and African American students regarding reasons for dropping out and 
returning to complete high school?  
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Participants 
Each of the eight participants lived in the same Georgia school district in which 
the study took place and was either 18 or 19 years of age.  These eight participants were 
selected because of their age and their respective choices of schools to attend, and 
because they are representative of both genders and of the two predominant races 
attending all three of the high schools.  Of the three former dropouts who chose to return 
to the traditional high school setting, two were African American males and one was an 
African American female.  Of the five former dropouts who chose to go to the non-
traditional high school setting, two were Caucasian females, one was an African 
American female, and two were Caucasian males.  All students were considered 
economically disadvantaged before dropping out of school, and five of the students had 
several discipline referrals prior to dropping out.   
Site Description  
The study took place in a South Georgia school district in which there are two 
traditional high schools and one non-traditional high school.  This district was unique to 
this region of Georgia as it is the only one that offers a non-traditional high school of this 
type that operates utilizing waivers that allow for program flexibility at the local level as 
authorized by the Georgia Department of Education (§160-4-8-.12, 2010).  One of the 
traditional high schools, which had a 2010 enrollment of 1,819 students, had a total 
graduation rate of 80.5% that same academic year.  The graduation rate was 66.4% for 
Black students and 86.4% for White students.  The other traditional high school, which 
had a 2010 enrollment of 1,748 students, had a graduation rate of only 65.5% that year.  
The graduation rate was 63.9% for Black students and 63.6% for White students.  Neither 
  
53 
 
of these high schools made Adequate Yearly Progress in 2010.  The two traditional high 
schools operated on a Monday through Friday, 8 a.m. to 3 p.m. schedule.  Both 
traditional high schools utilized 90-minute block scheduling and offered a large variety of 
extracurricular activities, including nine different sports.  Students could take dual 
enrollment courses at the local college, could participate in Advanced Placement classes, 
and could select from five foreign language classes.  Students at the traditional high 
schools had 20 career pathway classes from which to choose.   
The non-traditional high school was in its second year of operation.  The district’s 
purpose in establishing the non-traditional high school was to provide a means for high 
school dropouts to earn a diploma before they become over-aged and to increase the 
graduation rate of the two local traditional high schools.  Students over the age of 20 
were not accepted as the state will not fund anyone over that age. It was a year-round, 
evening high school that offered classes from 4:00 p.m. until 10:00 p.m. on Monday 
through Thursday.  Enrollment was approximately 140 students in grades nine through 
twelve, with 20 years of age being the maximum age a student could attend.  There were 
no extracurricular opportunities for students and no mandated beginning or ending time 
students must arrive at school or leave in the evening.  Busing and food service were not 
provided for non-traditional evening high school students.  It utilized a state and district-
approved, mastery-based online curriculum that adhered to Georgia state standards.  
Students at both the traditional and non-traditional high schools were required to 
participate in the state-mandated End-of-Course-Testing and required to pass all five 
Georgia High School Graduation Tests in order to graduate.  
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Researcher’s Role  
I am the current program director for the non-traditional high school where part of 
the study took place.  I hold a Bachelor of Science in Early Childhood Education and 
Mental Retardation, a Master of Education in Behavior Disorders, and an Education 
Specialist in Teacher Leadership.  In 2001, I obtained National Board Certified Teacher 
status in the area of Special Education.  As a leadership certified educator in Georgia, I 
have previously served as a special education teacher, a special education director, and 
curriculum director as well as a principal for another similar non-traditional high school 
in another part of Georgia.  My 27 years of educational experience has been focused 
primarily on the educational needs of students with disabilities and students at risk for 
dropping out of high school.  I am affiliated with this non-traditional high school in the 
capacity as program director and have five years of experience with another non-
traditional high school program in another region of the state of Georgia.  I work 
collaboratively with the administrators and counselors of the two local traditional high 
schools to identify students at-risk for dropping out who might benefit from the non-
traditional setting and to identify current dropouts from the two schools for recruitment 
and enrollment.  At no time do I recruit students currently enrolled in the two traditional 
high schools as neither the local board of education nor the two principals allow this.  I 
strongly believe that to the extent possible, students should remain in a traditional high 
school setting.  My personal goal is to see all students graduate from their base school.  
Although I am the program director for the non-traditional high school, it is the faculty 
and staff at this school who are on the front line with the students on a daily basis; 
therefore, my personal involvement with the students is more indirect.  While I 
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consistently and rigorously adhere to all state and federal mandates, I strive to temper all 
my daily activities with a Christian attitude of patience, kindness, and forgiveness with 
my staff, students, and stakeholders.   
Data Collection  
Prior to conducting any part of this study, permission from the Liberty University 
Institutional Review Board (IRB Appendix B) for approval was secured.  Creswell 
(2009) states that, “investigators file research proposals containing the procedures and 
information about the participants with the IRB campus committee so that the board can 
review the extent to which the research being proposed subjects individuals to risk” (p. 
89).  Upon IRB approval, informed consent (Appendix C) was obtained by each of the 
participants.  No parental permission was necessary since the participants were either 18 
or 19 years of age and of competency to give their consent. 
Creswell states that “in conducting qualitative research, procedures rely on text 
and image data, have unique steps in data analysis, and draw in diverse strategies in 
inquiry” (2009, p. 173).  Individual interviews, a focus interview, a review of the 
participants’ high school student records, and a comparison of graduation and dropout 
rates for the district for the year prior to the study and the year in which the returning 
senior dropouts graduate was conducted. 
Individual interviews.  Two individual audio-recorded interviews were 
conducted to provide detailed responses to important questions that I felt would help 
explain the phenomenon.  Four questions were presented to each participant during the 
first interview (Appendix E) that allowed them to share their personal experiences, tell 
their stories, and explain how their experiences have impacted their lives.  As the students 
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told their stories, they were able to describe in their own words the reasons why they 
dropped out of high school when they were so close to finishing, why they returned to 
high school, what value they place on a high school diploma, and why they selected 
either the traditional or the non-traditional high school to attend.  The second individual 
interview session took place upon each student’s completion of high school requirements.  
The questions focused on identifying specific challenges the student faced upon returning 
to high school to earn a diploma, determining experiences that may have been different 
upon their re-entry to high school, identifying how the student perceived the relationship 
between their future and an attainment of a diploma, and determining what 
recommendations the student had for the school district to consider in order to prevent 
other students from dropping out of high school.  To ensure accuracy of student 
responses, both sessions were audio-recorded and then transcribed word-for-word.  
Focus interview.  A primary reason for conducting a focus interview is to bring 
together participants with common experiences with a phenomenon to elicit additional 
responses and present similar or different views for the group to discuss.  A focus 
interview is advantageous because “the interaction among the interviewees will likely 
yield the best information” (Creswell, 2007, p. 133).   The focus interview took place 
after the second individual interviews concluded.  This session was video-taped not only 
for accurate record of the exact words or the participants, but also to consider any subtle 
interactions that took place among the group that could not be detected via audio 
recording. 
Review of student records.  Upon the completion of a signed Family 
Educational Rights and Privacy Act (Appendix D) consent, a thorough review of each 
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participant’s high school records was evaluated.  Information sought was the number of 
credits earned at the time the student dropped out of school, number of courses repeated, 
grade point average, results of Georgia High School Graduation Tests and End-of-Course 
Tests (state-mandated), remaining credits needed for graduation at time of dropping out, 
disciplinary records, attendance history, referrals to or previous placement in special 
education, and any reasons given for leaving school.  The researcher looked for 
commonalities in academic and behavioral history among the participants.  If students 
shared that academic difficulties were part of the reason for dropping out of high school, 
then school records were able to corroborate this information.  This information was also 
able to shed valuable light in answering two of the research questions.  Educational 
history gave clues to reasons that contributed to students dropping out of high school; 
likewise, a student who was performing well at the time of dropping out may have been 
highly motivated to return to finish courses in which they had confidence they could 
complete quickly so they could move on to post-secondary goals. 
Comparison of graduation and dropout rates.  The addition of the non-
traditional high school program to this school district has garnered the attention of the 
Georgia Department of Education as well as surrounding school districts that have no 
such program.  This particular school district took a leap of faith in a time when deep 
economic cuts were taking place in the educational system, but was banking on positive 
results in the form of increased attendance, increased graduation rates, and decreased 
dropout rates.  It was also a place where area dropouts who were not overage by Georgia 
mandates for funding could return to earn their high school diploma.  Neither of the two 
local traditional high schools made adequate yearly progress (AYP) for the last two years, 
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in part because they failed to meet minimum graduation rate requirements.  Most of the 
recovered dropouts attending the new non-traditional high school could potentially help 
both high schools with their graduation rate if they graduated on time.  Comparing the 
graduation and dropout rates of the two prior school years and the school year in which 
the senior dropouts graduated was necessary to determine if positive changes were noted.  
Although there is no way to determine if the non-traditional program was the single cause 
of any improvements from this study alone, it could prove favorable in the eyes of the 
local board of education if improvements occur and AYP is met.  A comparison of 
graduation and dropout rates was also important in fully answering the research question 
regarding the characteristics of a high school environment sought by returning dropouts.  
If students favored the non-traditional high school over the traditional high school, then 
more students were likely to return for their diploma, thus positively impacting the 
district’s graduation and dropout rates. 
Data Analysis  
In a phenomenological approach, data analysis most often follows sequential 
steps that help the researcher make sense of the data.  Creswell (2009) asserted that “it is 
an ongoing process involving continual reflection about the data, asking analytic 
questions, and writing memos throughout the study” (p. 184).  The final conclusions 
derived from the analysis of data came from my process of reading the participants’ 
statements (Appendix A), grouping similar statements into themes, and interpreting the 
meaning of these themes.  I bracketed, or set aside, my personal experiences with the 
phenomenon as much as possible so the voices of the participants could be interpreted 
without undue bias. 
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 Significant statements.  This step, described by Moustakas as horizontalization, 
is a process in which the researcher highlights “significant statements, sentences, or 
quotes that provide an understanding of how the participants experienced the 
phenomenon” (cited in Creswell, 2007, p. 61).  After reading and studying all sources of 
information, from transcripts of interviews to data retrieved from student records, this list 
of significant statements was developed.  This enabled me to begin to better understand 
the phenomenon from the viewpoint of the participants. 
 Themes.  To more effectively narrow the extensive list of significant statements, I 
looked for common units of statements that could be put into smaller headings of themes.  
This was accomplished by using colored highlighters to efficiently sort the statements.  
This process visually sorted the words of the participants that were deemed to be 
important in the study of the phenomenon. 
 Textural description.  From the identified themes, a narrative was written 
utilizing the exact words of the participants.  A textural description allowed me to 
concentrate on “what” the experience was like from the participants’ point of view 
(Creswell, 2007, p. 159).  Quotes were especially important, as only the participants 
could truly express their experience with the phenomenon. 
 Structural description.  I wrote a structural description, which is a narrative that 
identifies the context or setting that influenced “how” the participants experienced the 
phenomenon (Creswell, 2007, p. 159).  The use of quotes is especially important in order 
to capture the thoughts and feelings of the participants.  The words of the participants 
give power and meaning to the experience of the phenomenon. 
  
60 
 
 Essence of phenomenon.  I extracted the essence of the phenomenon by writing a 
composite narrative that is descriptive of both the textural and structural components.  
This final process allowed me to identify the essential structure of the phenomenon.  This 
narrative allows the reader to better understand, in the words of the participants, how they 
experienced the phenomenon. 
Trustworthiness 
The trustworthiness of a qualitative research ensures that the study has credibility 
and can be replicated following the researcher’s descriptions. Transferability is increased 
by use of “richly described data that provide the research consumer with enough 
information to judge the themes, labels, categories, or constructs of a study” (Byrne, 
2001, p. 732).  For this study, techniques of triangulation, member checks, and 
clarification of researcher bias was utilized.   
 Triangulation.  Creswell and Miller (2000) stated that triangulation is “a validity 
procedure where researchers search for convergence among multiple and difference sorts 
of information to form themes or categories in a study” (p. 126).  The method of 
triangulation was utilized in this study to corroborate my conclusions and strengthen 
validity.  I utilized individual student interviews, focus interviews with students, data 
from student records, and graduation and dropout rates of the school system.  Data from 
both the non-traditional high school and the other two local traditional high schools were 
needed to establish the characteristics of a high school environment sought by returning 
senior dropouts.  
 Member checks.  Upon completion of the study but prior to publication, I 
allowed all participants to review the analysis and interpretations for accuracy.  Creswell 
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(2007) stated that by taking the researcher’s initial analyses of the developing themes 
back to the participants and focus group, participants can express their views and 
determine if any important thoughts or information are missing.  It was important that the 
participants had the opportunity to clarify, agree with, or challenge any part of the study, 
particularly if they felt they were misinterpreted.  Any misinterpretations would decrease 
the accuracy and validity of the study. 
 Clarification of researcher bias.  I acknowledged personal biases and 
assumptions that could have unduly impact the interpretation of the data and final 
conclusions.  As program director for non-traditional High School C, it was important to 
set aside my personal feelings.  It was my goal to ensure the district’s graduation rates 
improved, and by doing so, assisted and worked collaboratively with the principals of 
High Schools A and B to provide appropriate programming supports to enable all 
students to graduate from high school.  This effort is not one that can be successful in a 
competitive atmosphere among principals; it was our collective goals to ensure all 
students graduated, and we worked collaboratively to achieve these goals.  Any 
preconceived feelings or prejudices could have resulted in conclusions that were not 
reflective of the phenomenon being studied.  Creswell (2009) stated that when 
conducting a qualitative study, it is important that, “inquirers explicitly identify 
reflexively their biases, values, and personal background” (p. 177).  It is especially 
important to state biases because I had a strong tie to the daily management of the non-
traditional high school in this study.  I also worked closely with administrators and 
counselors of the other two traditional high schools in dropout recovery efforts. 
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Ethical Issues 
The ethical considerations of any research are critically important.  Anonymity of 
all participants was assured via the use of alias names in the final report as well as in the 
use of software programs used for data storage and analysis.  I also kept the actual name 
of the high schools and the name of the school district anonymous.  Confidentiality was 
assured orally and in writing to all participants (Appendix C).  The records of this study 
were kept private.  No information was included that would make it possible to identify 
any subject or school in any report subsequently published.  Research records were 
securely stored and only the principal investigator retained access to the records.  All 
paper copy records and digital media were stored in locked cabinets, while all web-based 
and computer records were password-protected.   
In order to elicit honest responses, assurances were provided orally and in writing 
indicating that no one other than me would know the participants’ responses and no one 
other than me would know they had participated in the study.  Prior to conducting this 
research, permission was obtained from the Liberty University’s Internal Review Board 
(Appendix B).  Written consent was obtained from each student and participant prior to 
his or her participation (Appendix C).  Because no student under the age of 18 years of 
age was a participant, no parental consent for participation was obtained.   
I am bound to and practice those ethics established by the Georgia Professional 
Standards Commission, which state that “an educator shall demonstrate conduct that 
follows generally recognized professional standards and preserves the dignity and 
integrity of the teaching profession” (The Code of Ethics for Educators, 505-6-.01, 
GaPSC, 2009, p. 4).  Equally important is God’s expectation of His followers to lead an 
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ethical life.  “For even hereunto were ye called: because Christ also suffered for us, 
leaving us an example, that ye should follow his steps: Who did no sin, neither was guile 
found in his mouth” (1 Peter 2: 21-22).  As a Christian and a professional educator, the 
researcher finds it unconscionable that any violations related to research or God’s Word 
would enter into the implementation, execution, and publication of this study. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 
 This study examined experiences and motivations of former senior year dropouts 
who returned to finish requirements for a regular high school diploma at either a 
traditional high school or a non-traditional high.  An empirical, transcendental 
phenomenological approach was used in order to allow the participants to express their 
experiences in their own words without judgment, thereby creating an opportunity to 
derive meaning from their dialogue through an understanding of the essence of their 
personal experiences.  Moustakas (1994) stated that “the aim is to determine what the 
experience means for the persons who have had the experience and are able to provide a 
comprehensive description of it” (p. 13).  Furthermore, he pointed out that this method 
will “provide the basis for a reflective structural analysis that portrays the essences of the 
experience” (p. 13).  To preserve the authenticity of the participants’ dialogue with the 
researcher, their words were transcribed verbatim and without corrections or editing to 
their grammar or choice of words. 
Research Questions 
This study was conducted to answer four questions regarding the phenomenon of 
former senior year dropouts who return to high school for their diploma and what 
characteristics they seek in a high school when given a choice between a traditional high 
school environment and a non-traditional high school environment.  In addition, this 
study sought to identify what the reasons where that prompted the participants to drop out 
as seniors, what their motivations were to return to high school, and whether there were 
any significant differences in the responses between African American and Caucasian 
participants.  Four primary research questions guided this study. 
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1. What are the primary reasons a high school student identified as a senior drops 
out of school before earning a diploma? 
2. What factors influence a high school senior dropout to return to high school and 
earn a diploma before the age of 20?   
3. When given a choice of attending a traditional high school or a non-traditional 
high school, what are the characteristics of the selected high school environment 
that influences senior year dropouts to return?   
4. What are the differences between the perceptions of Caucasian and African 
American students regarding reasons for dropping out and returning to complete 
high school?   
Participating High Schools 
 The participants in this research attended one of three high schools in the district.  
These are the only three high schools students could attend.  High School A and High 
School B are traditional high schools that follow a Monday through Friday, 8 a.m. to 3 
p.m. schedule.  High School C is the district’s only non-traditional high school.  It opened 
January 10, 2011, as a dropout recovery high school. 
High School A is a traditional high school that serves students in ninth through 
twelfth grade.  The school had approximately 1759 students for the 2010-2011 academic 
year.  Of these students, 30% were African American and 58% were Caucasian.  The 
school has historically served students from one particularly large area of the school 
district that is home to a cluster of wealthy neighborhoods.  The school reported that 39% 
of all students enrolled for the 2010-2011 academic year received free or reduced lunch.  
The school utilized block scheduling and offered an array of Advanced Placement and 
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honors classes.  All major sports and extracurricular activities were offered to eligible 
students.  The high school has not met Adequate Yearly Performance for the last three 
years. 
  High School B, the other traditional high school, is across town from High School 
A and had a slightly higher enrollment at 1825 students.  The school was comprised of 
40% African American students and 46% Caucasian students.  Half of the students 
enrolled receive free or reduced lunch.  Like High School A, it offered almost the same  
Advanced Placement and honors classes and utilized block scheduling.  Eligible students 
could participant in a wide variety of sports and extracurricular activities.  It operates five 
days a week from 8 a.m. to 3 p.m.  The two high schools are rivals in most sporting 
events, and have their own Junior/Senior Prom and Homecoming Dance for students.   
 High School C is a new non-traditional high school that opened January 10, 2011.  
The enrollment was at 129 in March 2011.  As word of the high school spread and local 
dropouts found out about it, enrollment stood at 150 by the fall of 2011.  The school is 
open Monday through Thursday from 4 p.m. until 10 p.m.  No transportation or meals are 
provided. There are no sports or extracurricular activities, but all students receive 
intensive and on-going counseling support to keep them focused on their progress.  The 
state-mandated Georgia High School Graduation Tests are administered at High School C 
during the same testing window as the other two high schools.  Students do all their 
coursework on E2020, the district’s board approved online, web-based curriculum 
program that meets the academic standards for Georgia Department of Education courses.  
Daily attendance is not mandatory, but students must attend at least one day a week for 
five hours to remain enrolled.  Most students attend more than one evening a week.  
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Limited amounts of coursework can be completed from home if students have access to a 
computer and the internet.  In less than one year, 48 former dropouts and students 
significantly at-risk for dropping returned to high school from the local area to complete 
requirements for graduation.   
 Table 1 displays total enrollment for each high school, the percentage of African 
American and Caucasian students attending each school, and the percentage of students 
on free and reduced lunch at each high school. 
Table 1 
High School Enrollment and Demographics 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
School        2010-2011  African       Caucasian           Free and  
      Enrollment           American                              reduced 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
    
High School A 1759 30% 58% 39% 
High School B 1825 40% 46% 50% 
High School C  150 47% 51% n/a 
 
Selection of Participants 
 The participants for this study were purposefully chosen upon identification by 
high school counselors.  After gaining permission from the school principals to enlist the 
aid of the counselors for the purpose of identifying participants who met the criteria of 
the research, a telephone call was made to each lead counselor.  Follow-up emails were 
sent to the counselors outlining the purpose of the study and identifying criteria for 
participants.  Counselors then responded indicating they had identified eligible students.  
High School A had four returning seniors who fit the criteria, and High School B had 
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only two returning seniors.  The counselors noted that fewer and fewer student are 
returning to high school after dropping out in the district due to increased economic 
difficulties of families, increased teen pregnancies, and increased inability of students to 
pass all of the required Georgia High School Graduation Tests.   
 After obtaining the students’ signatures on the Family Educational Rights and 
Privacy Act forms (Appendix C), the counselors arranged for me to meet briefly at the 
school with each eligible student.  I explained the purpose of the research and gave the 
students an opportunity to ask any questions they might have regarding their role.  At 
High School A, one student declined to participant citing lack of interest; another student 
indicated she would be finished much earlier than the time frame of the interview process 
would last.  Two remaining students agreed to be a part of the research.  At High School 
B, one student had quickly completed his remaining courses utilizing computer-based 
credit recovery options offered by the school and was in the process of moving out of 
state with his family.  The remaining student was interested in participating in the study.  
All three eligible students from both high schools signed consent forms, thus becoming 
the traditional high school participants.  The same process was followed at the non-
traditional high school where the pool of possible participants was higher.  Of seven 
students who met the criteria to participate, five of them agreed to participate in this 
research.  The ensuing group of participants was comprised of two African American 
males, two Caucasian males, two African American females, and two Caucasian females.  
Individual Interviews 
All the participants returned to school for the fall semester of 2011, which began 
August 11 for the school district.  The first interviews took place during the first two 
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weeks of October 2011 in the counselor’s conference room at the high school where each 
of the participants attended school.  Prior to turning on the tape recorder, I again 
reminded the participants that anything they shared would be held in confidence and their 
identity would not be revealed.  Most of the interviews lasted 10 to 15 minutes, following 
a few minutes of ice-breaker conversations to relax the participants.  An interview 
protocol was utilized to guide the session and to record the time and place of the 
interview (Appendix F). 
The second set of interviews took place during the month of December of 2011.  
All eight participants had completed their requirements for graduation by that time.  By 
that time, they were much more at ease, were significantly more upbeat, and were excited 
to answer my questions.  Although the second interviews lasted approximately the same 
length of time as the first interviews, the participants were smiling, and the responses 
came quicker and with more confidence.  Again, an interview protocol was utilized to 
guide the interview process and to record the date and place of the interview (Appendix 
G). 
Focus Group Interview 
Almost all of the participants indicated they were excited about the focus group 
interview.  Three of them referred to it as a “celebration party” since pizza would be 
served and they would get to talk about their journey to graduation with other participants 
even though they did not all know each other.  Prior to this interview, each participant did 
not know who the other participants were.  Upon gathering in the conference room of the 
selected site, most of the participants either knew each other or had heard their names 
from their friends.  They were all at ease and relaxed with each other.  One participant 
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could only attend if she brought her baby as she had no child care.  The baby slept 
through the entire videotaped session.  Only one participant was unable to attend as he 
left town immediately upon finishing his graduation requirements to move into an 
apartment where he was about to start technical college.  The driving distance to return 
for the group interview was too far for him to come.  When the interview was over and 
the participants were eating pizza, they mingled with one another and talked about their 
upcoming graduation ceremony and plans they each had for post-graduation. A focus 
group interview protocol was utilized for this session to record the date, time, and 
location of the focus interview (Appendix H). 
Student Records 
 A careful analysis of each participant’s student data found in Infinite Campus, the 
district’s student data program, was helpful in shedding light on their academic and 
behavioral performances from the time they entered ninth grade.  This allowed me to 
merge the opinions and feelings of the participants as they described the phenomenon of 
returning to school as a former senior year dropout with valuable information they might 
not have been able to provide on their own.  The following information was retrieved 
from Infinite Campus for each participant:  
• Number of credits needed to graduate upon re-enrollment  
• Number of courses that were repeated during high school 
• Graduating grade point average (GPA) 
• Number of attempts taken to pass each Georgia High School Graduation Tests 
• Disciplinary records 
• Attendance history  
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• Referrals to or placement in special education 
• Identification of reason for leaving high school, if known 
The information is provided throughout the remainder of this chapter as tables in 
the description of each participant and to substantiate their stories. 
Graduation and Dropout Rates 
 
In order to determine if the new non-traditional high school impacted the 
graduation rates for the traditional high schools, data from the Georgia Governor’s Office 
of Student Achievement (2010) was utilized for the most recent four academic years.  
High School C, the non-traditional high school, does not report graduation rates because 
students enrolled in this high school program maintain their base high school status at one 
of the two traditional high schools.  Their graduation information is embedded in either 
High School A or High School B.  For every student who finishes his or her requirements 
for graduation at non-traditional High School C, the graduation rate improves.  If the 
student remains a dropout, then it reflects negatively toward the graduation rates for High 
School A and High School B.  Table 2 reflects the graduation rates of the two traditional 
high schools as well as the rates for the state of Georgia.  High School B has historically 
had lower graduation rates than High School A for this district.  However, for both high 
schools, the graduation rate made its most significant increase the same year the non-
traditional high school was opened for students.  The same year both high schools had 
their largest increase in graduation rates was the same year the state of Georgia had a 
very small decrease in graduation rates. 
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Table 2 
 
Comparison of Graduation Rates 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
High              2007-2008        2008-2009   2009-2010          2010-2011  
School             Graduation Rate     Graduation Rate     Graduation Rate     Graduation Rate 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
     
A   70.9%                      75.9%     80.5%     87.2% 
B   62.6%     67.4%     65.5%     79.6% 
State (GA)   75.5%     78.9%     80.8%     79.5% 
 
 
The new non-traditional high school was developed by the district to provide an 
avenue for eligible area high school dropouts who had last attended either High School A 
or High School B.  Not only would it provide a unique alternative for dropouts to return 
to high school to finish requirements for graduation, it would hopefully increase the 
graduation rates of both traditional high schools.  While Table 2 reflects the graduation 
rates of the two high schools, Table 3 reflects the dropout rate as reported by the Georgia 
Governor’s Office of Student Achievement (2010).  Data for the graduation rates were 
available for the 2010-2011 academic year; however, data for the dropout rates were not 
available.  Table 3 indicates that High School B, which has historically had lower 
graduation rates than High School A, had dropout rates that were almost double what the 
rates were for High School A.  It is not possible to definitively determine if the non-
traditional high school reduced the dropout rates for either traditional high school.  The 
dropout rate for the state of Georgia, which has stayed rather consistent for the last three 
reporting school years, is also provided in Table 3.  
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Table 3 
Comparison of Dropout Rates 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
High           2007-2008        2008-2009   2009-2010         2101-2011 
School           Dropout Rate    Dropout Rate    Dropout Rate      Dropout Rate 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
A 5.1% 4.8% 2.2% unavailable 
 
B 8.4% 8.0 4.9% unavailable 
State (GA) 3.6% 3.8% 3.6% unavailable 
 
Analysis of Participants 
Charlie.  Charlie, a soft-spoken 19-year old Caucasian male student, entered 
ninth grade in the 2007-2008 school year at High School B.  He has two older brothers, 
neither of whom graduated from high school.  While in high school, he never had a 
discipline referral yet struggled academically as evidenced by the 11 courses he failed, 
nine of which he had to retake.  At the time he dropped out of high school, he had passed 
four of the five required graduation tests.  He passed the writing test on the first attempt 
but had to take the English/Language Arts, math, and science tests three times before he 
was finally able to pass them.  He had taken the social studies test three times by the time 
he dropped out but still had not passed it.  Charlie needed to earn only two more credits 
and needed to pass the social studies graduation test at the time he quit attending.  He 
began high school with regular attendance, but by the time he was in tenth grade, 
  
74 
 
absences became more frequent.  He had accumulated 41 absences by the time he left 
school.  When asked about why he dropped out of high school he stated: 
Well, I started losing interest in school, and started coming up with excuses to not 
come to school, like starting acting like I was sick.  I wasn’t getting a lot of help 
that I really needed, and going to my counselors, it seemed like they really didn’t 
want to help me.  So, I just kinda lost interest in school.  (C. Goodwin, personal 
communication, October 11, 2011). 
 Charlie also revealed that his mother depended on him to help out financially.  He 
has worked since he was in eighth grade to help his mother make ends meet.  He finally 
got a job at a local car dealership that gave him sufficient hours to work and that kept him 
in the automotive environment he loves.  However, because of the hours he had to work, 
it left virtually no time for him to do homework or rest properly before going to school 
the next morning.  Charlie said: 
Well, at the time I was in regular school, my job expected me there right after 
school and work until 11:30 or 12:00 at night.  Then I had to be up early the next 
morning, so it pretty much, well, my school work and my homework got in the 
way of it. 
In making his decision to return to high school, Charlie said the need to keep his job was 
his motivating reason to enroll in the non-traditional, evening high school. 
Well, I work 12 hours sometimes a day; well, I work seven days a week.  I get, 
sometimes, Sundays off.  So it really gets in my way of school, and I’ve been 
working ever since I was in eighth grade. 
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Rose.  Rose, a 19-year old African American female who entered ninth grade in 
the 2006-2007 school year, attended both High School A and B.  She had been receiving 
special education services and was identified in elementary school as having an 
emotional and behavioral disorder.  Rose was quick to share that she has had a troubled 
life, especially since she started ninth grade.  She acknowledged that her behaviors, both 
in school and out of school, were not conducive to a positive lifestyle.  She stated that 
academically, school was never hard for her.  She even passed all of her mandatory 
graduation tests on the first attempt, with the exception of the writing test which she took 
twice.  She failed four classes in high school, three of which had to be retaken.  She had 
11 discipline referrals that included six for being tardy to classes, two for cellphone 
infractions, one for classroom disruption, and one for willful disobedience.  Her 
attendance was very poor.  She had 57 absences, not including two months of 
incarceration in a youth detention center at the end of her tenth grade year.  She also had 
34 days of hospital/homebound services upon her release from a mental health facility.  
Rose shared her reasons for dropping out of high school.  
Um, well, as soon as I got into high school, um, I had a lot of social anxiety and, 
um, I just felt uncomfortable around a whole bunch of people.  I felt like I didn’t 
fit in, and it’s not that I had too much of a hard time like understanding the work, 
‘cause I can do the work, it just became more difficult for me to be in a group of 
people and have to focus on work and not them as well.  Well, a lot of things 
started happening at my house, like um, between 10th and 11th year, or was it 9th 
and 10th, I was 15 and I got, um, I got locked up in, um, RYDC juvenile.  (R. 
Cason, personal communication, October 12, 2011). 
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At the time she dropped out, Rose needed five and a half credits to graduate.  She 
eventually went on to earn her General Equivalency Diploma (GED), primarily because 
she was on probation and was being pressed to either return to high school or obtain her 
GED.  She said that getting her GED was really easy for her, completing the entire 
process in less than two months.  She repeatedly stressed that academic struggles was not 
the reason she dropped out; in fact, she never felt she struggled with the coursework. 
Yeah, of course, I mean I passed my Georgia High School Graduation Tests the 
first time I took ‘em in eleventh grade.  They told me I did really good, which was 
surprising.  But basically I dropped out because of the social, all the things going 
on in my life, and just, probation, and social anxiety, and me trying to blah blah 
blah blah. 
Rose revealed that she struggled with substance abuse during her high school 
years as a result of her anxieties.  She frequently took overdoses of her prescribed 
medication to help her sleep at night and often huffed aerosols, including Raid, an insect 
killer.  She acknowledged that was rushed to the emergency room on several occasions 
because of her actions.  At least once she attempted suicide.  In the year prior to her 
return to high school, Rose realized it was up to her to begin setting her life in better 
order.  She still yearned for her high school diploma but had no desire to return to the 
traditional high school environment.  
I’m 19 years old.  I already got my GED.  It probably would’ve been a lot more 
difficult to go back to actual regular high school, and I figured that it would be 
better for me, and my personal life, being as I’ve been out of school for a little 
while, to do it in a setting, I don’t really know anybody.  I got good teachers that 
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are going to back me up.  I won’t have too many, like, people that are trying to 
talk to me and distract me from work.  I don’t have to wake up early and be 
groggy and be in a bad mood and come to school, and if I’m sick I don’t even 
have to come to school.  I can go in once, sign in, and if I’m sick I can go home 
and work from home, you know.  It’s just a lot more convenient.  The times are 
convenient, the hours, everything.  It’s a lot better and I can work at my own pace, 
and if I feel like, you know, I need help than I have somebody there to help me. 
Trey.  Trey is a 19-year old African American male who entered ninth grade in 
the 2007-2008 school year.  As a student receiving special education services for both a 
learning disability in reading and written expression, as well as for emotional and 
behavioral issues, he has always struggled academically in school.  At the time he 
dropped out of high school, he only needed to pass the English/Language Arts graduation 
test, which he had failed four times already, and to earn one more credit.  He had an 
extensive discipline record throughout high school, garnering 28 referrals to the office.  
His offenses included skipping class, possession of and use of tobacco on campus, 
classroom disruptions, vandalism to school property, fighting, theft, possession of 
unknown pills, and using the computer to enter unauthorized sites.  Trey readily admitted 
to his frequent difficulties following school rules.   
I had some problems back in the day that I couldn’t take care of, and I was always 
in trouble, and that’s one of the reasons why I couldn’t graduate.  And I wasn’t in 
school a lot of days, and I was acting up, and getting in trouble, and the teachers 
said, “Trey, Trey, you need to stop acting up.” I kept ignoring them, and then they 
had to kick me out of class.  They had to move me from students that I was acting 
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up with.  I told I would start acting good, but didn’t.  Then I started to have to get 
escorted around the campus all through the day, having to eat lunch with my 
teacher.  (T. Renfroe, personal communication, October 13, 2011). 
In addition to his extensive behavioral record, he racked up 116 days of absences 
before dropping out.  It was not until he stopped attending High School A that he came to 
the realization that much of his failure was attributed to his own actions rather than his 
learning disability.  He acknowledged that reading was always extremely difficult for 
him, and to compensate for this deficit, he misbehaved. 
I had trouble reading and stuff like that.  Whenever my reading skills get messed 
up, I don’t want to read a book, and there was some problems I didn’t want to do.  
I just think it was my ability and I started acting up, and tried to play with other 
people in class.  Well, then, I just get them distracted, too.  It’s like I just cause 
trouble in the classroom and then they act up, and then I just made a big, big mess 
in the classroom and they had to take me out.  I just, I was just a bad example. 
He also realized that in spite of his struggles, his special education teachers at 
High School A were always behind him and were ready and willing to give him the 
assistance and accommodations he needed.  He often chose, however, to ignore their 
offerings.  After failing the English/Language Arts graduation test for the fourth time, he 
decided he just could not pass it.  He had already struggled with the other graduation tests 
multiple times.  It took him two attempts to pass the writing test, five attempts to pass the 
math test, five attempts to pass the science test, and five attempts to pass the social 
studies test.  It was not until he returned to high school that he successfully passed the 
English/Language Arts test on the sixth attempt.  Trey’s decision to return to the 
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traditional high school setting was primarily because of the support he realized he had 
from key teachers, and he did not want to let them down.  He noted their outreach to him 
when he inquired about returning to his former high school. 
Well, the teachers talked to me and told me that it would be best for me to stay 
here.  I started doing better.  I talked to my dad and he told me to stay here.  It 
made me feel good after the teachers made me feel welcome here and stuff like 
this. I used to like just ignore the teachers, they wanted to yell at me, write me up, 
and I was gonna be myself.  So when they called me and talked me to and stuff 
like that, I felt better and I started doing right when I came back.  I started doing 
my work. 
 Trey’s decision to return to the traditional high school proved to be successful.  
His special education teachers rallied behind him to provide the encouragement and 
inspiration he needed to finish all his requirements for a diploma in less than one 
semester of high school. 
Kay.  Kay is an 18-year Caucasian female who excelled in high school, taking as 
many Advanced Placement (AP) and honors classes as possible.  She entered ninth grade 
in the 2007-2008 school year and needed six credits to graduate at the time she dropped 
out.  Her 34 absences from school all came right before dropping out as she was pregnant 
at the time and was missing days because of sickness and doctor’s appointments.  She 
had never failed a class, and she had an A average throughout high school.  She had only 
one reason for dropping out. 
Um, my one and only reason would be me getting pregnant at an early age and 
having my son.  I didn’t want to leave him.  I originally had all intentions to go 
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back, but once it came time for that I just couldn’t do it.  (K. Sanders, personal 
communication, October 14, 2011. 
Kay, unlike the other participants, actually went to High School B to officially 
withdraw at the start of her senior year.  She felt compelled to be with her baby and did 
not want to leave him in daycare while she went back to school.  She felt it was more 
important for her to be a caring mother who gave her son appropriate attention during his 
formative years than for her to put him in a setting where people do not have a vested 
interest in how he is being raised.  She continued to live with her parents after having her 
baby but also maintained a relationship with the father of her child, who also assists in 
raising their son.  The father of her child is employed full-time working at a Toyota car 
dealership after having obtained his GED.  He dropped out of high school to seek 
employment to help with his financial responsibilities in caring for his son.  Kay’s 
decision to drop out of high school was painful to her as she felt she was giving up her 
dream of becoming a teacher one day.  She stated that striving for academic excellence 
had always been important to her. 
Um, ever since I was little I was dead set on being the teacher and having the 
doctorate and just being able to have everything I wanted in life.  Hence, the AP 
classes and everything being honors.  I definitely tried very hard. 
 Kay had every intention of pursuing a GED one day and changing her career 
goals since she did not think she could get into college without a high school diploma.  
When she heard about the non-traditional high school, she immediately enrolled in it.  
She felt the school offered the compromise she was seeking in returning to high school 
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and not having to put her baby in day care as she would have the assistance of family to 
help her with the baby in the evenings. 
The night school catered to my situation a lot better than the regular high school 
did.  Like I said, I didn’t want to leave my son every day, and to me, the younger 
years matter the most.  So, when I found out about that school, having the 
flexibility in schedule and hours and everything, I was like, well you know, I can 
leave him for a little while to be able to do something like this.   
 Upon her return to high school, she was able to quickly earn the six remaining 
credits she needed by working diligently both in the evenings at school and on the 
computer from home while her baby slept.  She spent long hours late into the night and 
on weekends to finish in one semester. 
Thomas.  Thomas is 19-year old African American male who attended traditional 
High School B prior to dropping out.  He entered ninth grade in the 2007-2008 school 
year.  He had only six office referrals during high school, most of which were for being 
tardy to class and excessive talking in class.  He had a total 86 absences, but 20 of those 
were excused because of an illness that put him in the hospital during his senior year.  He 
needed only to pass the social studies graduation test, which he had already failed five 
times before dropping out, and to earn one credit in order to have his regular diploma.  
During high school he failed eight classes, six of which he had to retake for purposes of 
meeting minimum graduation requirements.  He was forthright in his assertion that the 
only reason he dropped out was because of his frustration in not being able to pass the 
social studies graduation test.  When asked if he felt he had adequate preparation for the 
test in his high school social studies classes, he revealed that he had to take some of his 
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social studies courses on the computer in his senior year because he had missed 20 days 
of school due to an illness.  When he was finally able to return to school, he had already 
missed too many days of the direct instruction classes, so he was assigned to do the 
courses on E2020, the computer-based program used primarily for credit recovery in the 
school district.  Two of these courses, American government and economics, were done 
using this program.  Thomas indicated that he did not feel he learned much on the 
computer and missed the opportunity to interact in vital class discussions.   
I was taking E2020 courses.  Yeah, I did economics on E2020.  And also, I did 
my government on E2020 and I think most of what’s on the social studies 
graduation test is government and I feel like I messed up on that one ‘cause I 
didn’t have a teacher, just a computer.  (T. Jackson, personal communication, 
October 17, 2011). 
Thomas stressed that his eyes got tired looking at the computer, and he found it to be 
quite boring.  He further acknowledged that the test preparations provided by the high 
school consisted of computer-based reviews and packets of reading handed out to the 
students.  He said he would have much preferred to have direct instructional reviews so 
he could engage in meaningful dialogue with a teacher about difficult concepts. 
 When asked what influenced his decision to return to High School B, a traditional 
environment, he said stated, “My momma.  I got three other brothers that graduated from 
(High School B).  She says, ‘You have to get your diploma!’  I’m the youngest, the baby.  
She wants to see my diploma on the wall.” 
Kyle.  Kyle is a 19-year old Caucasian male who entered ninth grade in the 2006-
2007 school year.  At the time he dropped out, he needed to pass the social studies 
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graduation test, which he had not yet taken, and to earn 5.5 more credits.  While in high 
school, he had 73 absences and no discipline referrals.  He passed the other four 
graduation tests on his first attempt.  He failed eight courses in high school.  Of those 
classes, he failed Algebra II twice.  After failing Algebra III the first time, he switched 
from pursing a college prep diploma to a technical/vocational diploma, thus avoiding the 
higher level math courses.  Kyle readily acknowledged that all his problems took place 
outside the school environment, although these problems all contributed to his decision to 
quit high school.  Early in high school, he found he could make substantial sums of 
money as a drug dealer, up to $1000 a week.  He asserted that he never had problems 
with school and actually enjoyed learning.  But as he became more and more immersed in 
his lifestyle, he found it to be all-consuming, exciting, and profitable.  When asked why 
he dropped out, he simply said, “Because I was making too much money with what I was 
doing and didn’t really care about school.”  (K. Bridges, personal communication, 
October 18, 2011).  Kyle also said, “I just felt like that my life was going great the way it 
was and the money was blinding me from education and I didn’t think I would ever need 
it.”  After three years of being a drug dealer and not getting caught, he slowly came to the 
realization that he was in a dangerous profession.  He stated that at times it was “scary,” 
and he knew he needed to get out.  It was about that time that he also realized that he both 
wanted and needed to return to high school to get his diploma.  When asked specifically 
why he wanted to return to high school, Kyle stated:  
Because I ended up getting into some stuff; luckily, it wasn’t with cocaine, but I 
just realized I needed my education and I wanted to go to college.  I always loved 
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school.  I’ve always wanted to go to college.  There’s one other person that’s gone 
to college in my family and I wanted to be the second.   
In spite of his misguided choices during high school, Kyle shared that he has 
always aspired to go to college and to do something worthwhile with his life.  In making 
his decision to return to high school, he indicated that he had no second thoughts in 
choosing the non-traditional environment to help him attain his diploma.  His rationale 
for not returning to a traditional environment was: 
I liked the non-traditional because it’s more suitable to me.  The E2020 helps me 
out so much more than actually sitting in a regular class.  I can focus more; I can 
do all my stuff quicker.  I mean, everything about it helps me.  I hate waking up at 
seven in the morning.  I’d go into high school before and be so drowsy.  So I 
really like that I’m going in the evening now.  I’d much rather go to a night school 
than a day school. 
Tara.  Tara is an 18-year old African American female who entered ninth grade 
in the 2007-2008 school year.  At the time she dropped out, she still needed to pass the 
social studies graduation test and earn one more academic credit.  She only failed three 
classes during high school, all of which were vocational elective classes and did not have 
to be made up.  She missed 24 days between ninth grade and the time she dropped out.  
She accumulated only six office referrals, two of which were for the use of cellphone 
during class time, one for use of profanity and not taking class notes, and the rest for 
being tardy to class.  Tara passed the writing graduation test on her first attempt; 
however, she struggled to pass the others.  It took her seven attempts each to pass the 
English/Language Arts, math, and science tests.  She finally passed the social studies test 
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on her seventh attempt after returning to high school.  Tara explained that her frustration 
with the social studies test led to her dropping out.  
Uh, I don’t know, I just thought it was like, I couldn’t pass that social studies test.  
I needed someone to like, help me.  It didn’t seem like anyone or anything there at 
High School A could help me.  The reviews they gave me, they didn’t help me at 
all.  So I quit trying.  I didn’t get to graduate with my class.  (T. Brinson, personal 
communication, October 18, 2011). 
 Tara is the oldest of 11 younger siblings, some of whom are half-siblings.  She 
has lived with her grandmother during most of her high school years.  She has never held 
a job.  Like most typical students attending the High School A, she enjoyed attending 
football and basketball games, going to the prom, hanging out with her friends, and 
participating in extracurricular activities.  When it became clear to her that she would not 
graduate with her class, she did not see the point in continuing with high school, in spite 
of coming so close to completion.  When she made the decision to return to high school, 
she opted to return to the same high school she left.  When asked why, she stated, “My 
friends!  I mean, I can like confide in them, and they have problems, too, and we can talk 
about it to each other.”  Tara repeatedly spoke of her friends and their importance to her, 
even though she acknowledged that several of them suggested she just get her GED.  
All my friends are saying they are about to stop high school and just get their 
GED and be done with it.  I mean, I don’t want to do that, because, ok, I’ve been 
doing this high school for four years.  I’ve been going through a lot!  And I’m not 
just about to give up completely like that.  I haven’t been in school all this time 
for nothing.  I need my diploma. 
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Three weeks after successfully completing all her requirements for graduation, 
Tara was rushed to the emergency room.  Both her kidneys failed, and she was in the 
hospital for two weeks.  She now receives dialysis three times a week and is undergoing 
the arduous process of waiting for a kidney transplant. 
Faith.  Faith is a 19-year old Caucasian female who entered ninth grade in the 
2006-2007 school year.  At the time she dropped out, she needed six more credits to 
graduate.  She had already passed all her graduation tests.  Prior to dropping out, she had 
failed 15 classes.  Some of these classes were ones she made up upon her return to high 
school.  She accumulated 66 absences, with most of them occurring in the months leading 
up to her departure from high school.   She shared her reasons for dropping out of school.  
Uh, well, probably because I had started to miss a lot days because I was sick 
because I was pregnant and that was a big part of it.  I was sick and I couldn’t 
keep up with the classwork.  I was doing all my work on the computer and I was 
trying to make up classes, but I don’t do well on the computer.  I was in a 
program where you just do all your work on E2020 and I just don’t do well sitting 
there all day and not hardly getting a break.  I just can’t do my work on the 
computer well.  So that was a big part of it, having to sit for two hours straight 
just for one subject in front of a computer without anyone helping me or anything 
like that. Then you move to another class next door and do another class for two 
hours on the computer.   And then my grades, my grades were not as good as they 
could have been.  (F. Cason personal, communication, October 19, 2011). 
           Faith’s pregnancy resulted in hostility from her mother and step-father.  Neither of 
them approved of or even liked the father of her baby.  On several occasions when he 
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tried to come by to visit the baby, loud arguments would erupt between the young man 
and her step-father.  On at least one occasion, her step-father called law enforcement to 
have him removed from their property.  Her mother and step-father tried to keep Faith’s 
pregnancy a secret from their employees at the small business they owned together.  They 
refused to help her so she could return to high school, telling her that the problem was 
hers to deal with.   
          Faith indicated she wanted to return to high school, but once her daughter arrived, 
she saw her hopes for a diploma fading.  She shared how she felt when she initially 
decided to drop out of high school. 
Uh, I was relieved that I left, and it was, well, not only did I have everything 
going on at school but being pregnant.  I was relieved, but I still accepted myself.  
I loved school, I mean, all the way up to high school, I loved school.  I always did 
well in school and I always wanted to do something with myself.  But in at the 
end before I left, it was just all overwhelming.  But I was just not able to keep up.  
But I was just disappointed because it was something I could have done and 
didn’t get to graduate with my class.  That really upset me.  
Faith found out about the non-traditional high school and determined it was the only way 
she could pursue her diploma.  She cited several reasons for pursuing the non-traditional 
high school environment. 
Uh, one, well, it worked better with my schedule.  I don’t have nobody to watch 
my baby during the day.  Everybody else is working, so I have to do what I have 
to do.  And another reason is because I feel like I’m getting more one on one time 
with my work and there’s no competition for me to get help.  I can get help as 
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much as I need it at night school.  And another thing is that I just couldn’t sit 
those long periods of time I had to sit before because I wasn’t focusing or getting 
much done.  I guess I was embarrassing myself before in high school because I 
just sat there and didn’t do much.  Now I’m almost 20 and I couldn’t sit in a 
regular high school with people who are 15, 16, or 17 years old.  I just can’t.  And 
I was embarrassed because my grade point average had gotten really bad.  So I 
just didn’t want to go back to my old high school because of my age and I had 
dropped out and my grades had gotten bad.  And of course, I didn’t have any 
friends there anymore.  They had already finished school. 
           Table 4 displays the number of credits each participant needed to graduate from 
high school at the time of their re-enrollment, the number of disciplinary referrals each 
one had during high school, the number of graduation tests needed to pass, their 
participation in any special education programs, and the reason each one dropped out 
according to the student data system.  Those students who had no special education 
placement had not been referred at any time during high school.  For students who failed 
to formally withdrawal from high school, thus providing the high school with information 
regarding why they would no longer attend school and whether they would be attending 
elsewhere, a code of “Unknown” was entered into the student data system for 
“Withdrawal/Dropout Reason.”  Of the two students who dropped out of high school and 
indicated they were pursuing a GED, only Rose actually passed the required tests to have 
her GED.  Kay never started the GED program.  Charlie, Kay, and Kyle had no discipline 
referrals at any time in high school.  Rose and Trey both received services in special 
education.  Rose was identified as having an Emotional/Behavioral Disorder, while Trey 
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had dual eligibilities of Specific Learning Disability and Emotional/Behavioral Disorder.  
Both students entered the ninth grade with active Individualized Education Plans. 
Student Data 
             Table 4 reflects important high school data about each participant.  Although Kay 
and Rose dropped out of high school to pursue their General Equivalency Diploma 
(GED), Kay never actually pursued it, while Rose did pursue it and earned hers.  She still 
desired her high school diploma before she became over-age to earn it. 
           Table 4 
           Additional Participant Data 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
Participant    Credits to         Discipline     Remaining       Special           Dropout code  
                     graduate           referrals        graduation        education          
                                                                    tests                 placement 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
      
Charlie 2 0 1 No Unknown 
Rose 5.5 11 0 Yes  Pursue GED 
Trey 1 28 1 Yes Unknown 
Kay 6 0 5 No Pursue GED 
Thomas 1 6 1 No Unknown 
Kyle 5.5 0 1 No Lack of 
attendance 
Tara 1 6 1 No Unknown 
Faith 6 9 0 No Lack of 
attendance 
 
  
90 
 
Research Questions 
 By conducting a total of 16 individual interviews and one focus group interview, 
gathering and comparing student academic and behavioral records, comparing graduation 
rates of the high schools prior to and after the implementation of the non-traditional high 
school, and reading the interview transcripts many times for clarity, this researcher was 
able to derive answers to the following four guiding questions. 
1. What are the primary reasons a high school student identified as a senior drops 
out of school before earning a diploma? 
2. What factors influence a high school senior dropout to return to high school and 
earn a diploma before the age of 20? 
3. When given a choice of attending a traditional high school or a non-traditional 
high school, what are the characteristics of the selected high school environment 
that influences senior year dropouts to return? 
4. What are the differences between the perceptions of Caucasian and African 
American students regarding reasons for dropping out and returning to complete 
high school?  
After all data was collected, the rigorous process of interpretation began.  First, 
the transcripts of the interviews were read carefully three times to become familiar with 
the responses of each participant.  During this process, significant statements were 
highlighted that were deemed important and noteworthy.  Once the significant statements 
were highlighted, themes began to emerge that represented commonalities among the 
participants.  These themes provided me with the ability to understand the phenomenon 
from the viewpoint of the participants. 
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Themes 
1. Educational challenges   
2. Life struggles and challenges 
3. Strength of meaningful adult relationships 
4. Characteristics of school environment 
5. Life goals 
The five identified themes did not all reflect positive thoughts of the participants.  
For several of them, it represented the very reasons that triggered their decision to drop 
out of high school.  Without exception, all of them transitioned from voicing thoughts of 
negativity to voicing feelings of hope and pride as they began to see the attainment of 
their high school diploma within their reach.   
Educational challenges.  Upon close inspection of each participant’s high school 
records, it was evident that except for one student, they all struggled academically.  Kay 
was the only student who did not fail a class in high school, while the others failed 
anywhere from four up to a high of fifteen classes.  Some of the failures were attributed 
to excessive absences, and some were a result of poor performance.  Failing grades led to 
dismal grade point averages for most of them by the time they graduated, with the 
exception of Kay who took several Advanced Placement and honors classes and 
performed well in them.  Table 5 indicates what each participant’s grade point average 
was at the time of their graduation and the number of courses they failed in high school.  
It is based on a 4.0 scale, with 4.0 being a perfect score.  The table also the total number 
of absences accumulated during high school. 
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The information found in Table 5 was extracted from the district’s student 
information system.  Each participant signed a Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act form (Appendix C) allowing me to use their information for this research.  Kay was 
the only participant who had a grade point average that would help her get into post-
secondary schools with ease and possibly provide her with the opportunity to utilize 
state-supported scholarship funds for students.  Thomas, Kyle, and Faith had poor grade 
point averages due to multiple failed courses.  Depending on their career goals and the 
desire to attend post-secondary schools, they may find it harder to get into programs 
because of their low grade point averages.   
Even though some of the participants failed an excessive number of courses, not 
all courses had to be retaken.  The ones that are mandated by the Georgia Department of 
Education and the local school district had to be retaken for purposes of meeting 
minimum requirements in content area courses; however, some of the participants 
decided not to retake some of the non-required, or elective, courses they had failed.  In all 
cases, the participants had to earn the minimum number of credits needed to graduate, 
ensuring that the mandatory courses had been successfully completed.  Absences were 
those that were reported in the student information system.  A student must have been 
absent in school at least one half of the school day to be counted absent.  These absences 
reflect both excused and unexcused absences; however, most of the absences were 
unexcused.  The numbers in the table do not reflect absences in which the participants 
missed only one class for a school day.  Twenty of Thomas’ absences were excused due 
to an extended illness, but he noted that he was able to keep up with his work via email 
communication with his teachers and assignments that were brought to him by other 
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students.  Rose had an additional 34 days that she was not in school, but those days were 
not counted as absences since she was receiving hospital/homebound services following a 
suicide attempt.  Except for Thomas and Rose, the majority of the absences of the 
participants were unexcused.   
Table 5 
Participants’ Academic and Attendance Information 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Participant           Grade point          Number of                       Number of 
           (based on 4.0)         courses failed         absences                            
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Charlie 2.2  11 41 
Rose 2.4 4 57  
Trey 2.0 8  116 
Kay 3.6 0 34 
Thomas 1.8 9 86 
Kyle 1.9 8 73 
Tara 2.3 4 24 
Faith 1.6 15 66 
 
Each participant was fairly candid regarding their academic abilities and 
performances.  Rose and Trey, who received services in the special education program, 
acknowledged their areas of weakness and confirmed what was documented in their 
student records.  Not all academic difficulties were a direct result of failing courses due to 
poor performance of the actual classwork.  As a matter of fact, none of the participants 
indicated they failed courses because of difficulty with the subject matter; instead, the 
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seven participants who failed courses acknowledged that their multiple failures were 
attributed primarily to their excessive absences and the method in which the instruction 
was presented.  Passing all five of the state-mandated Georgia High School Graduation 
Tests were also obstacles for Charlie, Trey, Thomas, Tara, and Faith, but not for Rose, 
Kay, or Kyle. 
Absences.  All the participants had excessive absences prior to dropping out.  
Only Kay accumulated hers just prior to leaving.  While many of these absences may 
have been excused due to illness, most were not, as noted by the participants.  Charlie 
was forthright in his primary reason for being absent in stating, “Well, I started losing 
interest in school, and started coming up with excuses to not come to school, like starting 
acting like I was sick.”  When asked at what point he started making up excuses to stay 
out, he said, “After I, um, actually after I failed the tenth grade.  That’s when I really 
started losing interest.”  Charlie, a reserved and soft-spoken individual, indicated that he 
did not feel he was getting enough help in school to be successful.  For him, avoiding 
what he found too difficult was his coping mechanism.  Trey, who admitted he conducted 
himself in a manner that landed him in trouble in school a lot, got frustrated with 
academic material he found overwhelmingly difficult because of his learning disability 
and stated, “I wasn’t in school a lot of days, and I was acting up, and getting in trouble.” 
Rose’s absences were primarily a result of being in juvenile detention and a youth 
mental health facility.  She stated, “between 10th and 11th year, or was it 9th and 10th, I 
was 15 and I got, um, I got locked up in, um, RYDC juvenile.”  Rose also abused her 
prescription drugs, overdosing on them more than once.  Her addiction to huffing aerosol 
compounded the problem.  She indicated that “this is, um, I think it started in 9th grade, 
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because I went to a rehab facility in 9th grade, and I went again in the 10th grade, and I 
think I went again in the 11th grade.”  Kyle’s absences were also drug-related, but not 
because he was a user.  As a pusher, he found himself in a profitable business, albeit 
illegal.  While he did not elaborate on his 73 absences documented in his student records, 
he did admitted, “I just felt like that my life was going great the way it was and the 
money was blinding me from education and I didn’t think I would ever need it.”  
Consequently, his absences accumulated until the school dropped him for lack of 
attendance.  
 Thomas became ill during his senior year, necessitating many absences.  As he 
said, “I had gotten sick to where I had this rash all over my face, and they had to put me 
in the hospital for blood pressure.”  Rather than returning to the regular classroom for his 
classes, he was put in an E2020 classroom where students worked on the computer for 
either credit recovery or initial credit.  He also had to make up at least one of his classes 
due to failure.  Thomas knew his absences from being sick had set him back at the 
beginning of his senior year.  “I failed economics in class about the same time I got sick 
and missed a lot of school,” he stated.  He commented on his interpretation of the high 
school’s attendance policy. 
Well, I’m not really sure, but there’s the rule about if you miss more than a certain 
number of days, you pretty much failed the semester.  So someone who might 
have problems, like transportation or health stuff, and couldn’t come but still are 
passing classes but are told they can’t get the credits because of absences, well, it 
makes them just want to give up and not come anymore or not come back the next 
semester.  There’s no point in trying. 
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 Faith, who had 66 absences in high school, admitted, “I had started to miss a lot 
days because I was sick because I was pregnant and that was a big part of it.”  Initially, 
she tried to come to school in her early weeks of pregnancy, but she found her sickness 
overwhelming. 
I dropped out in the first semester because I was sick and I would try to show up 
for class but I would be late and they counted me tardy.  I told them I was sick 
and they didn’t care why.  But I couldn’t help it.  So I was absent a lot because I 
was sick in the mornings and missed the bus and couldn’t get to school.   I was 
failing my classes, so I just stopped coming. 
Whether by choice, force, or circumstance, having excessive absences in school 
did not fare well in these participants’ ability to perform well in their courses. 
Georgia High School Graduation Tests.  Passing all five Georgia High School 
Graduation Tests (GHSGT), in addition to earning the minimum state and local mandated 
course requirements, is required in the state of Georgia for a student to earn a regular 
diploma.  Students must take and pass a test in English/Language Arts, Math, Science, 
Social Studies, and Writing.  Failure to pass just one test can prevent a student from 
attaining a diploma.  Four of the eight participants struggled to pass one test, which made 
a significant impact on their decisions to drop out.  Trey, who has a learning disability in 
reading, failed the English/Language Arts test five times before passing it on the sixth 
attempt.  He struggled with the test in spite of receiving testing accommodations as 
required by his Individualized Education Plan.  Table 6 shows the number of tests each 
student had passed at the time they had dropped out, and the total number of attempts 
each student made on each of the required tests.  Students may take the tests as many 
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times as needed to pass, but the tests are offered only on specific dates three times a year.  
Students take each test for the first time in their junior year. 
Table 6 
Participant Performance on Georgia High School Graduation Tests (5 required) 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Participant GHSGT    Writing   ELA            Math         Science       Social  
  passed       attempts   attempts        attempts       attempts       attempts 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Charlie    4 1 3 3 3 4 
Rose    5 2 1 1 1 1 
Trey    4 2 6 5 5 5 
Kay    0 1 1 1 1 1 
Thomas    4 1 6 6 2 6 
Kyle    4 1 1 1 1 1 
Tara     4 1 7 7 7 7 
Faith    5 1 4 3 3 4 
 
Rose, Kay, and Kyle each passed all their tests on their first attempt.  Rose passed 
all of her on the first attempt except for the writing test which took her two attempts.  
Kay had missed the opportunity to take the tests when they were offered the first time at 
school due to illness.  However, upon her re-entry to high school, she passed each on her 
first attempt.  Kay, a previous honors student, also scored the highest of any student in 
the entire school district on her writing test.   
Trey dropped out prior to passing the English/Language Arts (ELA) test.  His 
frustration in not being able to pass it was a strong influence in his feelings of defeat and 
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subsequent decision to drop out.  Upon failing the ELA test for the fifth time, he stated 
simply, “I didn’t pass the reading test and I didn’t keep trying.”  Trey’s area of disability 
is in reading.   
Kyle had passed four of his tests by the time he had dropped out.  He was present 
on the days four of the tests were administered but was absent on the day the social 
studies test was administered.  Upon his re-entry to high school, he passed it that test the 
first time it was given.  He stated, “I really did want to pass that test the first time.”  Kyle 
acknowledged he had the ability to do high school work with ease and the ability to pass 
the tests the first time.  He was asked if he found high school work challenging. 
When I put my heart and my mind into it, no.  I was smart enough to do the work 
when I studied and did all that, but whenever I got lazy and had no motivation, I 
failed.  But it was only at the end of my, before I dropped out, that I started 
failing.  And that’s basically because I just gave up, not because I couldn’t do the 
work. 
Charlie, Thomas, and Tara struggled to pass the social studies test, which was a 
contributing factor in their decision to drop out.  Charlie shared his personal struggles in 
trying to pass the social studies test. 
Well, I didn’t go to anything to get ready for the social studies test after failing it a 
few times.  I just felt stupid.  I was nearly 20.  Teachers made me feel stupid, too.  
The results would come back and I had failed it again and they’d just say, ‘Why 
aren’t you trying harder?’  I mean, that’s what they said.  The teachers made me 
feel stupid.  I was nearly 20.   
Charlie explained what he meant when he said that the teachers made him feel stupid. 
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Well, my counselor pulled me to his office and asked me, ‘Are you even trying?’  
I told him, yeah I’m trying.  And one of my teachers even said to me, ‘Well, you 
must not be trying too hard.  You failed it for the third time.’  That just made me 
feel even more stupid (hangs head and looks down). 
 Thomas was also straightforward in his feelings about not passing the social 
studies test in time to graduate with his class.  When asked why he dropped out, he stated, 
“Well, I guess it’s because I could never pass the social studies test.  I just couldn’t pass 
it.  No matter how many times I took it.”  Thomas finally passed the test on his sixth 
attempt after returning to high school. 
 Tara was the only participant who needed seven attempts to pass the ELA, math, 
science, and social studies tests.  Including her writing test, which she passed the first 
time, she took the tests a total of 29 times.  She was clearly frustrated with her struggles 
in passing the tests.  It was not until she failed the social studies test for the sixth time that 
she realized she would not graduate with her class.  She gave up at that point.  Tara 
elaborated more about why she dropped out of high school. 
Uh, I don’t know, I just thought it was like, I couldn’t pass that social studies test.  
I needed someone to like, help me.  It didn’t seem like anyone or anything there at 
(High School A) could help me.  The reviews they gave me, they didn’t help me 
at all.  So I quit trying. 
Repeated failure.  None of the participants spoke of a history or pattern of 
repeated failure during the individual interviews.  However, once they convened in the 
focus group, it became readily apparent that it was a concern.  Whether or not it was an 
embarrassment in sharing their failures in the individual sessions, they readily opened up 
  
100 
 
as soon as one person initiated the topic.  When the group was asked why they thought 
students quit school as seniors, Rose first responded with, “constant failure, tired of the 
cycle, I guess, just so used to failure.”  She defined “so used to failure” as, “just never 
doing well in school since they were little.  They don’t know what it feels like to be 
successful.”  When asked if anyone in the group had ever felt that way, Charlie, Rose, 
Trey, Thomas, Tara, and Faith all nodded their heads and made comments in unison, “Oh 
yes, lots of time, you bet, definitely, a lot.”  Trey acknowledged to the group that he had 
failed many courses.  He stated, “I thought I’d quit sooner than I did.”  Rose said, “I 
hated it.”  Faith chimed in, “Me too.” 
Kay was the only participant who did not fail any courses in high school.  Rose 
and Tara each failed four classes, Trey and Kyle each failed eight classes, Thomas failed 
nine classes, Charlie failed 11 classes, and Faith failed 15 classes.  Although they did not 
elaborate on the failures, their student records clearly reflect a history of failure. 
Instructional format.  In the school district where the study took place, there are 
two primary methods of curriculum presentation, direct teacher instruction in the 
classroom and a web-based Internet program called E2020.  In the E2020 classes, 
students are assigned the particular course they need, and students within one classroom 
work on a variety of courses representing all high school grades.  The teacher in the 
classroom is a facilitator who monitors their work and keeps them on task.  The direct 
instruction is in the form of video lectures within the individual computer courses.  
Students listen to the videos, do practice work, and then take a quiz to determine mastery.  
A student must achieve a score of 80 to move to the next lesson.  If not, they must repeat 
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some of the work until they achieve mastery.  Several of the participants clearly had 
strong feelings about the two different presentations of curriculum. 
 Thomas did not feel the computer format was productive for him.  He stated, “I 
get tired of looking at the computer.  My eyes get tired.”  After being out of school due to 
an illness in his senior year, he was put into E2020 classes to get caught up.  In his 
opinion, he felt it contributed to him failing the social studies test again.  “I did my 
government on E2020 and I think most of what’s on the social studies graduation test is 
government and I feel like I messed up on that one cause I didn’t have a teacher, just a 
computer.” 
 Faith also expressed her dislike for E2020. 
I was doing all my work on the computer and I was trying to make up classes, but 
I don’t do well on the computer.  I was in a program where you just do all your 
work on E2020 and I just don’t do well sitting there all day and not hardly getting 
a break.  I just can’t do my work on the computer well.  So that was a big part of 
it, having to sit for two hours straight just for one subject in front of a computer 
without anyone helping me or anything like that. Then you move to another class 
next door and do another class for two hours on the computer. 
Not all students disliked E2020.  For Kay, returning to high school meant she had 
the opportunity to do E2020 classes.  She was anxious to finish as quickly as possible 
since she wanted to spend as much time with her baby as possible.  Before dropping out 
and becoming a young mother, Kay was performing well in Advanced Placement and 
honors classes.  Even though she was glad she took these classes, she noted that, “In AP 
you do a million more projects, a million more assignments.  So being on the computer 
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and having it right there in front of you, I didn’t have to deal with all the extras that come 
along with AP.  It made it a lot easier.”  Her goal was to get her diploma, and she knew 
she could do it quickly on E2020 since it is a self-paced program.   
Kyle was also excited about the opportunity to do E2020 upon his return to high 
school.  When asked his opinion about E2020 classes, he stated, “E2020 worked 
excellent for me.”  For him, he indicated the pacing suited him best. 
I liked it a lot better than being in a big class.  I like how I can get my work done 
at school, not have to go home and do so much homework that didn’t matter.  I 
mean, I needed to get to the work that was straight to the point.  There was no 
second-hand stuff to do just to do, basically, like busy work. 
 To prepare students for the graduation tests, both traditional high schools utilized 
practice courses in E2020.  According to Thomas, the preparation he had for the tests 
were “on the computer.  It was boring.  I don’t think it helped me at all.”  When asked 
what might have been a meaningful review, he suggested: 
Face-to-face with teachers.  Interesting, though.  Talking about it.  Too many 
students fail the social studies test and they just give up, like me.  Then they don’t 
graduate.  It’s crazy, because it’s like all that work for so many years for nothing.  
The classes and reviews need to be more interesting. 
Life struggles and challenges.  As each interview unfolded, it became apparent 
that most of the participants were facing more than just academic challenges.  Some of 
them fared better than others in that they had overcome their challenges; others were 
continuing to battle their daily struggles.  For some, the struggles were no fault of their 
own, and for others they were consequences of earlier choices they had made.  
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Regardless, these struggles were contributing factors leading up to the participants’ 
decisions to drop out of high school. 
 Pregnancy.  Teen pregnancy is not new to the school district in which this study 
took place.  Many of the girls enrolled in the district’s non-traditional high school are 
teen mothers.  Kay and Faith are two such mothers whose lives changed dramatically 
once they became pregnant.   
 Kay became pregnant during the second semester of her junior year.  When she 
gave birth to her son that summer, she decided at that time that her priority was to be with 
him rather than putting him in daycare.  As an honor student with lofty career goals, she 
felt her dream of finishing high school and going to college was gone.  She 
acknowledged that the decision to return to school was not going to be easy, as her 
primary concern is her baby son’s well-being.  She stated, “Well, I had every intention of 
going back to experience all of my high school, but my baby came when it was time to 
start my senior year.  I just couldn’t go back to school; I didn’t want to leave him.”  Kay 
pointed out that caring for a baby is often unpredictable. 
There’s issues with time and working around his crazy schedules.  I mean, you’re 
taking care of not only yourself but someone else, too.  There’s plenty of 
appointments, dealing with him being sick.  For instance, he was in the hospital 
for like two weeks and he was in there like four separate times in two months, so 
that was a great challenge. Even when there’s not a problem, there’s still having 
to deal with finding someone to take care of him, because, I mean, I’m not the 
kind of person that wants him to go to day care.  I want him to be with family.  
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His family (baby’s father) definitely has crazy work schedules, so that’s been a 
big challenge. 
 From the very beginning of Faith’s pregnancy, her attendance started to suffer 
significantly.  She indicated she had severe morning sickness and was often late to 
school.  Many of the mornings that she wanted to go in late, she was unable to because 
she had missed the bus and had no other means of transportation.  Faith described how 
she felt when she made the decision to drop out of school because of her pregnancy. 
Uh, I was relieved that I left, and it was, well, not only did I have everything 
going on at school but being pregnant.  I was relieved, but I still accepted myself.  
I loved school, I mean, all the way up to high school, I loved school.  I always did 
well in school and I always wanted to do something with myself.  But in at the 
end before I left, it was just all overwhelming.  But I was just not able to keep up.  
But I was just disappointed because it was something I could have done and 
didn’t get to graduate with my class.  That really upset me.  That was the one 
thing I always talked about.  I was going to graduate with my class, go to college, 
and do something with my life.  And then I didn’t. 
 Even after having her baby, she lacked the daily support she needed to return to 
school.  She shared these frustrations. 
Uhm, mostly it was transportation and having someone to watch my baby.  Me 
and my parents, well, we’re on a difficult level and they don’t approve of 
everything I do, so when I do something they don’t like, they refuse to watch my 
child.  Then, that makes it so I can’t come to school or do my work.  They don’t 
want to watch her even for a couple of hours. 
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Both Kay and Faith suggested that if a daycare for teen mothers was available on the 
campus of at least one of the high schools, it might have kept them in school.  As Kay 
stated:  
Well, I know there’s something that plenty of parents don’t want to hear and 
many wouldn’t agree with it, but having like, even just a class that’s just for 
daycare type of thing for kids.  I mean, plenty of parents would disagree with that, 
I’m sure, and they’d have their reasons, but you can try to avoid it all you want, 
but it’s there.  A good reason why people drop out, plenty of people, myself 
included, is having a baby.   
 In the focus group interview, both Kay and Faith reiterated that pregnancy is a 
reason that many girls they know or know of have dropped out.  They feel the district 
could prevent so many of them from dropping out by providing an on-campus daycare for 
the children of teen mothers.  As Faith stated: 
Well, not just in my case, but in anybody’s case, a daycare at one of the high 
schools would help a lot, because regular daycare is too expensive and it’s 
ridiculous the cost.  So I have to stay home and take care of her myself rather than 
try to pay those prices.  I know some of my friends who have already dropped out 
because they have kids now and they don’t have anybody to watch their children 
so they can go back to school.  It would help a lot if there was a daycare to help 
them.  Even if they had it at just one high school.  If you could choose to go to the 
high school with a daycare, then those girls might be able to go back to school or 
maybe not have dropped out at all.  I think that would keep a lot of people from 
dropping out.  
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 Drugs.  It came as no surprise that the subject of drugs came up in the interviews.  
For three of the participants, drugs played a major role in their struggles both in school 
and in their lives outside of school.  None of the students indicated they had any 
problems with alcohol, but cocaine and marijuana were part of the downward spiral that 
impacted the lives of Rose, Trey, and Kyle.   
 Rose shared her struggles with drugs.  As she began to tell her story, she spoke 
rapidly, as if she could not get it out fast enough.  Then shortly into her story she 
hesitated, thinking she was telling more than she should.  “I couldn’t, I couldn’t focus on 
work, like I was trying, like I don’t even know, I got so stressed out.  They were trying to 
put me on, I was on a lot of medications at the time ‘cause I had been – is this too much 
to tell?”  After being assured again that her interview was confidential, she continued.  
“This is, um, I think it started in 9th grade, because I went to a rehab facility in 9th grade, 
and I went again in the 10th grade, and I think I went again in the 11th grade.”  As Rose’s 
story unfolded, she acknowledged that her stints in mental health facilities were not 
originally for drug use; however, it was the eventual prescriptions that she was given that 
led to her abuse of prescription drugs. 
Well, mainly it wasn’t even for drugs, like the, uh, like one time, like I can’t 
remember all of them; I been there quite a few times.  Some of ‘em was because I 
was having problems, like suicidal kind of actions or whatever.  But one time 
after I got locked up, and when I got out I had a really hard time because that – I 
know 2½ months there was people that served like 2 years, 15 years, and they’re 
alright.  I was on medicines whenever I went in there.  But when I got locked up 
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there was no psychiatrist and they didn’t care whether I took my medicines or not.  
So I stopped taking them. 
 Rose did not identify what medications she was taking up to that point.  As time 
progressed and she was still under the care of doctors at mental health, she self-
prescribed in her own way. 
I actually, like, they prescribed me this sleeping medicine, I don’t know if you’ve 
ever heard of it, it’s called Ambien.  Well, I don’t know what Ambien does to 
you, but I take one and I feel loopy and I’d feel good.  And then I’d start, and then 
at first I had the bottle to myself and my parents didn’t know anything.  So then I 
realized I was feeling good off of them, I’d take like three.  And then my parents 
starting noticing how many pills were going missing and they started taking them 
away from me.  But on two different occasions, well like the first time, I took like 
ten of them, and like I was also developing another problem.  I had developed 
another very unhealthy drug addiction.  I was huffing aerosol.  But it was only 
when I was taking the Ambien.  Like I had learned it before I got locked up, but 
then it like it, came back after I started on Ambien.  I would pass out, and then I 
took 10 of them and tried to huff a bottle of Raid, and I don’t even remember 
most of the night.  But I remember being in the hospital, then 419’d me, or 
whatever they call it, to rehab the next day.  And the second time I went in my 
high school years, I took like 20 Ambien and tried to kill myself.  It was crazy. 
When asked if she was still in therapy, Rose stated, “Right now I’m not in 
therapy, but maybe I will again soon; right now I’m just hoping for the best.”  
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 Trey did not elaborate on the subject, but he did admit to using drugs.  In his 
second interview, he stated, “I used to smoke pot and do drugs but that’s all better now, 
too.  It’s a slow process, but it’s coming along now.”  In the same interview, he was 
asked what the district could do to keep seniors from dropping out.  His first response 
was one that sounded intimately personal, as he said, “Stay healthy and don’t do drugs.  
Always take time to study and do what you need to do for school.  Do what you need to 
do, pray, and stay in school.”  An inspection of Trey’s behavioral records in high school 
indicate that at the beginning of his senior year prior to dropping out, he was cited for 
“possession of unknown white pills.”  According to the records, Trey told the school 
administrator they were pain pills.  His father was notified and asked to come to the 
school for a conference. 
 Kyle’s experience with drugs was very different from that of Rose and Trey.  
Kyle was a cocaine pusher who found his way into what he perceived as a lucrative 
business early in high school.  During both of his individual interviews, he was articulate 
and forthright in telling his story.  He made no excuses for what he did other than it was 
for the love of money.  He noted that he was making about $1000 a week and simply 
could not see how a high school diploma would improve his life.  When asked how it 
made him feel, he replied, “It made me feel good about the money, so much money, I 
mean so much money!  I could buy whatever I wanted.  I was the big man on the block.  
But, it’s just so scary, the consequences.”  For reasons that he did not delve deeply into, 
Kyle shared that he wanted to stop pushing drugs.  He acknowledged the dangers 
involved with what he did, and the dangers were not all associated with being caught by 
law enforcement.  He began to think about his high school diploma and how he could live 
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a straight life.  He felt he was a student who could easily do the work if he applied 
himself.  The fact that he passed each of his Georgia High School Graduation Tests the 
first time, in spite of his sometimes sketchy attendance, supports his statement.  He never 
felt that he left school because it was too demanding.  Kyle clearly put the blame on 
himself.  
I mean, back in the day whenever I was growing up and going through my high 
school years, I was the kid who got in trouble outside of school.  I was the kid that 
was doing wrong, that was into drugs, into everything that I wasn’t supposed to be 
in just because I wanted to have fun and I couldn’t see my whole future ahead of 
me.  I was living in the moment instead of the time I needed to be living in.  I was 
blinded by all the fun and all the other stuff that was getting to me, the money and 
other stuff, well, I didn’t care. 
Financial burdens.  It comes as no surprise that most of the participants voiced 
concerns about money.  Each participant was a recipient of either free or reduced lunch in 
high school.  The plight of some was more serious than for others, but in all cases, money 
was a concern for them.  Not all of the participants had jobs.  Kay and Faith, for example, 
were not able to work because they had their babies to care for.  Faith stated, “I don’t 
have a job right now and I’m barely making it.  It’s hard, so just, even if I didn’t finish 
school, I probably would be just working in a fast food restaurant and that’s nothing I 
want to do at all.”  Trey wanted a job but could not find employment.  Kyle, the former 
drug pusher, had found employment at an upscale restaurant.  Between his first and 
second interview, he lost that job because it closed for the winter months. 
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Charlie stated that one of the major contributing reasons that he dropped out was 
because he had to work to help support his mother.  He indicated that he had worked 
since eighth grade.  The money he made from working at the car dealership was to cover 
his truck insurance and gas, and the rest went into the general expenses needed for his 
mother to make ends meet.  When asked how much he worked, he stated, “Well, I work 
12 hours sometimes a day; well, I work seven days a week.  I get, sometimes, Sundays 
off, so it really gets in my way of school, and I’ve been working ever since I was in 8th 
grade.”  Shortly after his second interview, but prior to the focus interview, Charlie went 
from working part-time at the car dealership to full-time.  When asked what that meant to 
him, he said it was very important because “I was caught up in a lot of bills, like car 
payment, insurance, gas, helping my mom.”  He quickly reiterated, “My family needed 
the help.”  Charlie’s father did not live in the same home as he and his mother, but he 
does have a good relationship with him.  Charlie’s father did not contribute to the family 
financially. 
 Thomas works at a local fast food restaurant.  He has been at the same place for 
three years.  He uses his money to pay for things he wants for himself as his mother is 
unable to provide the things he wants, such as a car and certain clothing items.  Thomas 
is happy to have the job he has as he knows many high school students are unable to find 
any kind of employment.  During the focus group interview, Trey indicated that many 
students drop out of high school because of financial concerns.  Asked if he knew of any 
personally, he stated, “Oh yes, I know some.”  Faith foresees better times with her high 
school diploma.  As she stated, “I got back into school, and now it means everything to 
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me because I look at the economy and how bad it is and if I’m not going take care of my 
baby, who will?” 
 Kyle, who was making nearly $1000 a week as a drug dealer, had no intention of 
giving up a lucrative lifestyle without a backup plan.  That plan was earning his diploma 
so he could go to college and enter his grandfather’s business.  The realization that he 
was on the right track to earning money legitimately was exciting to him.  As he stated, 
“Wow! I’m going to make something of myself in life!  It means everything to me.  It’s 
changed my whole life completely.”  When asked if he might have entered the business 
even without his high school diploma, he adamantly replied, “No, no, not at all.  I would 
not be able to have any part in his business if I hadn’t gotten my diploma.” 
Social discomfort.  Returning to high school after most of their peers had already 
graduated, or even dropped out, was embarrassing to some of the participants.  The ones 
who were 19 years old and nearly 20 years old found the concept particularly hard to 
swallow.  In sharing her feelings, Faith stated:    
Now I’m almost 20 and I couldn’t sit in a regular high school with people who are 
15, 16, or 17 years old.  I just can’t.  And I was embarrassed because my grade 
point average had gotten really bad.  So I just didn’t want to go back to my old 
high school because of my age and I had dropped out and my grades had gotten 
bad.  And of course, I didn’t have any friends there anymore.   
 Charlie summed up how he felt about being in high school at his age without 
having attained his diploma yet when he stated, “I just felt stupid.  I was nearly 20.” 
 Rose admitted she had difficulty getting along in school with most students.  She 
described how it made her feel.  
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Um, well, as soon as I got into high school, um, I had a lot of social anxiety and, 
um, I just felt uncomfortable around a whole bunch of people.  I felt like I didn’t 
fit in, and it’s not that I had too much of a hard time like understanding the work, 
‘cause I can do the work, it just became more difficult for me to be in a group of 
people and have to focus on work and not them as well.   
Rose, who was given prescription medications for her emotional struggles, admitted: 
 My medications made me all kinds of dysfunctional even more, and I had a hard 
time with my weight.  You know, it’s hard being a teenager, overweight in a high 
school setting because you feel socially obligated to want to look alright and to 
have good friends and stuff.   
Kay, the honors student who had never been in trouble or failed a class in high 
school, felt she was suddenly perceived as less than what she felt students, teachers, and 
school administrators had held her up to before.  She said she felt everyone was saying, 
“Why are YOU pregnant?” 
Trey, who has a reading disability that significantly impacted his ability to be 
successful in almost all his classes, stated that he used inappropriate tactics to divert 
attention from him inability to read. 
I had trouble reading and stuff like that.  Whenever my reading skills get messed 
up, I don’t want to read a book, and there was some problems I didn’t want to do.  
I just think it was my ability and I started acting up, and tried to play with other 
people in class.  Well, then, I just get them distracted, too.  It’s like I just cause 
trouble in the classroom and then they act up, and then I just made a big, big mess 
in the classroom and they had to take me out.  I just, I was just a bad example. 
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Strength of meaningful adult relationships.  Each of the participants felt 
strongly about the impact relationships made in their struggle to attain a high school 
diploma.  Not all relationships were positive, nurturing, and support.  However, the 
impact of relationships both hindered and helped the participants in their high school 
academic journey.  For some, having enduring family support or encouraging adults at 
school made a positive difference they felt compelled to share with me.  On the other 
hand, family turmoil made the journey almost impossible for some participants, while 
some of them felt teachers and counselors contributed to their decision to drop out.  
Regardless of whether it was a hindrance or a help, the influence of relationships was a 
strong theme among all the students.   
Family relationships.  Not a single participant failed to voice how the impact of 
key family members helped or hindered their ability to graduate.  Only two participants, 
Kay and Trey, spoke of an intact nuclear family that was comprised of their biological 
mother and father.  All other students either lived with their mother, their mother and 
step-father, a grandmother, or no parents or guardians at all.  In some cases, participants 
felt their graduation was necessary because of a desire to please key family members who 
kept pushing them and giving encouragement.  For others, they pushed themselves in 
spite of a lack of family support, drawing from their own inner strength instead. 
Trey lived with both his biological parents but spoke of his father’s support in 
each of his interviews.   
My dad was by my side, and my mom, and they helped me out all through the 
tough times, talking ‘bout “Trey, don’t give up.  We want to you graduate.”  And 
I guess I just held my head up, talking about “Don’t give up.” 
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After receiving the news that he had passed the language arts graduation test, his 
final hurdle toward completing graduation requirements, Trey indicated that the support 
from his family kept him going through the difficult days.  He stated, “Yeah, I had most 
of the support from my family.  Everybody was on my side, and that’s one good thing I 
had.  They were on my side 120%.”  On the morning he arrived at the high school and 
found out that he had actually passed the final graduation test and was finally a graduate, 
he said he was first in disbelief but then did the first thing that came to his mind, “I called 
my dad.”  During the focus group interview, Trey shared to his peers that graduating 
from high school was important to him, in part, because of his parents.  He stated, “When 
I told my parents I was going to finally get my diploma, it made them feel good.” 
Charlie lives with his mother.  His parents are divorced, and he has a good 
relationship with his father who lives in the same town.  As the youngest of three sons 
and the only remaining son still living at home with his mother, he indicated that his two 
older brothers never graduated from high school.  He felt it was important to return to 
high school to graduate since he was so close prior to dropout out.  During his second 
interview, which was conducted after he had completed all his requirements for 
graduation, he was asked how he thought his parents felt about his achievement.  He 
stated, “They are going to look at me a lot different, especially since I now have, or about 
to have soon, my diploma, and they’ll look at me more successfully because before I was 
going to get my GED.”  He was especially proud that he had done something that his two 
older brothers had failed to do.  When asked if he thought his mother was proud of him, 
he quickly stated with a big smile, “Oh yeah, she is.” 
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Kay, an honor student with a baby son and the only other participant who was still 
living with her biological parents, shared in her first interview that her parents were 
thrilled that she had made the decision to return to high school.  She said, “My parents 
were definitely happy, and for the first time in a while I was excited about going to 
school.”  However, in her second interview and after finishing requirements for 
graduation, she was significantly more vocal about those family members who not only 
shared their support in spirit but demonstrated their support through actions.  Although 
she does not live with the father of her baby, they maintain daily contact and share in the 
raising of their infant son.  Consequently, she sees his family almost daily and has a good 
relationship with them.  Her second interview was conducted on the evening of the same 
day she had just finished her final course for graduation.  She stated with a smile on her 
face and in a gentle and loving tone:   
I’m definitely letting my son’s grandpa know first that I’m finished.  Not my 
dad’s dad, but my boyfriend’s grandpa.  He’s helped me the most and probably 
helped me more than my own family has.  I definitely have a lot of appreciation 
for him and love him, so I will definitely be telling him first.  He’s super excited 
for me. 
Kay clarified that it was her son’s grandfather who often cared for her son while she 
attended school in the evenings.  During the focus group interview, she told the group 
what family support really meant to her.  She described what the support from her baby’s 
father meant to her. 
[He] is a big part of my baby’s life and everything, but he works all day, every 
day.  So he couldn’t keep him during the day, and both my parents work.  My 
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mom even works out of state some, so she wasn’t always around.  That even goes 
back to the whole family support thing.  Mine was mostly other grandparents, 
grandparents that aren’t even my real family but is a part of my baby’s family. 
To Kay, family support went deeper than biological kinship.  It extended to those 
individuals related to her son by way of his father and who had opened their arms to her 
and accepted her as a member of their family. 
Thomas did not dwell on the topic of family support, but he was very decisive 
when he acknowledged the sole reason he returned to high school for his diploma.  He 
firmly stated, “My momma.”  He went on to say that he has three older brothers who had 
already graduated from the same high school he was attending.  Regarding his mother, he 
said, “She says, ‘You have to get your diploma!’ I’m the youngest, the baby.  She wants 
to see my diploma on the wall” (sweeping hand motion pointing to a wall).  
Kyle was the only participant who lived independent of any family members.  He 
shared an apartment with two male friends.  His parents are divorced, but he maintains 
communication with both of them, especially his mother.  However, it was his 
grandmother of whom he spoke the most in sharing who would be happiest upon hearing 
he was back in high school.  He stated, “My grandma is going to be thrilled.  She’s 
already said when I graduate from high school she’s going to go buy me whatever car I 
want, just like she did with my aunt.”  He reiterated the financial support his grandmother 
would provide for him, which was important to him since he was only working at a 
restaurant at the time.  “My grandma always said she’d help me with whatever I need.  
She’s wealthy enough to do it.”  Although Kyle did not speak of the level of support or 
kind of support he was receiving from his parents, he did indicate that they knew of his 
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return to high school and were “thrilled.”  Smiling, he stated, “My father and my mother 
will be, they will be so proud and happy for me that, well, I really can’t even explain it." 
Tara described how some family members berated her for returning to school and 
how some of them gave encouragement and support for her efforts.  In her first interview, 
she spoke highly of her grandmother, with whom she has lived during high school, and 
indicated she played an important role in her decision to return to school. 
Because, like, my grandma, she’s the main person that pushes me to do better and, 
it’s like, she just wants to see better of me.  It hurts me when she can’t see me 
doing better, or that I can, and that I wasn’t trying hard enough. 
In her second interview, Tara shared that not everyone in her family was as 
supportive as her grandmother. 
It’s just, well, I been so stressful.  My grandma, my family, they was just saying 
how they don’t think I would, well my grandma did, but my family didn’t think I 
was going to go back to school and graduate and pass that test.  Most of them 
didn’t graduate, but they still went on with their life.  But, I told my grandmother 
I wasn’t going to give up this time.  My family kept telling me just to go to Job 
Corps (education training program for low-income students seeking diploma or 
GED). 
 Tara let down her guard regarding the negativity she felt from some of her family 
members.  She never indicated whether these family members were siblings, her 
estranged mother, cousins, or aunts and uncles.  She spoke with clarity when she shared 
the attitudes of some of her family members. 
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Well, I got some crazy family members!  I got some family members that will be 
like, on my side, and then we got some we call “haters” because they didn’t 
graduate.  So they want to put you down and say like, well, I ain’t saying what 
they say.  But then, my grandma, she was there 100% for me. 
 Tara did share toward the end of the group interview that her grandmother and 
other family members were going to be at her graduation, which was the following week. 
Like Tara, Rose’s return to high school was met with different reactions from key 
family members.  Rose lives with her father and has a close relationship with her paternal 
grandmother whom she sees several times a week.  She has a strained relationship with 
her mother, who is divorced from her father but lives in the same town.  Rose credits her 
grandmother for presenting the idea of returning to high school to her. 
Honestly, it was more of a suggestion by my family, not that they were making 
me.  I didn’t really have anything going on.  I had a lot of issues and I needed to 
get something going.  My grandma actually suggested it and got the paperwork 
for me so I could enroll.  If it weren’t for my grandma, I probably wouldn’t even 
be here right now.  So, nobody made me do anything, but they strongly influenced 
me.  I chose to make a good decision. 
 Like other students who opened up in the focus interview, Rose again spoke of 
the support from her father and grandmother, but shed insight into what she perceived her 
mother thought. 
Well, like my dad, he pushed me real hard to finish and said he’d help me get a 
car when I graduated.  But my mom, she wanted me to graduate but she like 
didn’t push me to do it.  She didn’t really say anything to me about it.  She was 
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more like, “Just do whatever you want to do."  So I think if it wasn’t for my dad 
there for me, and my grandparents, I might not have come back to school. 
Rose summed up her feelings about the importance of family support during the focus 
group interview in saying that, “Really, a person craves their mother and father’s support 
and if they don’t have that, they’re going to feel really crappy.” 
Faith was the lone participant who indicated she had very little support from her 
mother and step-father.  Their relationship was already strained because of her pregnancy 
and the birth of her baby daughter by the time she made the decision to return high 
school.  When Faith first dropped out of high school, she stated, “Well, uh, only my mom 
knew and she was like, knew that I wasn’t going.  She didn’t really tell anybody because 
she was embarrassed and didn’t want anyone to know.”   
Faith still refers to her baby’s father as “my boyfriend,” but both her mother and 
step-father strongly dislike him and will not allow him on their property.  They deny her 
use of the home computer and use of any cell phones in the home when they find out she 
has seen him during the day while they are off working.  Faith maintains that her 
boyfriend has a right to see his daughter and be a father to her. 
 Faith described some of the many challenges she faced upon her decision to 
return to high school. 
Uhm, mostly it was transportation and having someone to watch my baby.  Me 
and my parents, well, we’re on a difficult level and they don’t approve of 
everything I do, so when I do something they don’t like, they refuse to watch my 
child.  Then, that makes it so I can’t come to school or do my work.  They don’t 
want to watch her even for a couple of hours.  They’re supportive in me coming 
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back and finishing because they knew how important is was for me to do to even 
get a career.  But if I ticked them off even just a little bit, they didn’t care if it was 
important or not. 
During the focus group interview, Faith continued to voice her frustrations with 
her mother and step-father yet balanced it by identifying who she felt really cared about 
her. 
At first my high school diploma wasn’t important to me, but then I got pregnant 
and my parents kicked me out.  I just dropped out of school and I didn’t care.  But 
her daddy’s parents care more about me than my parents do and they wanted me 
to get back into school.  So that’s what I did.  I got back into school, and now it 
means everything to me.   
 When others in the focus group began to share who would be attending at the 
upcoming graduation ceremony, Faith stated: 
I really don’t care how many people are coming.  But my baby and her daddy and 
his parents will come.  I doubt my parents will come.  They don’t care as much as 
his parents.  But it won’t bother me.  I’m going to walk across that stage. 
School relationships.  The existence, or lack thereof, of a meaningful adult 
relationship in the high school setting that is based on trust, support, and encouragement 
struck a chord with all the participants.  Some of them praised key teachers who provided 
encouragement to them on their most difficult days; others voiced disdain for uncaring 
and uninterested teachers.  All of them had strong opinions regarding the impact that 
relationships with faculty and staff had in their decision to drop out or return to high 
school.  
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Charlie had no positive comments about his teachers or his counselors.  Always 
soft-spoken and reserved in his interviews, he shared that on the occasions he attempted 
to talk with his counselor to discuss his struggles with attending school and passing 
classes, he felt that “it seemed like they really didn’t want to help me.”  According to 
Charlie, “Every time I tried to get in with my counselor, she was too busy.  She couldn’t 
explain things very well to me because she had other students to work with.”  He did not 
rate his teachers very highly, either.  During the focus group interview he stated, “I even 
was sitting in class one day and heard the teacher talking about their paycheck the entire 
class.  I mean, they were more concerned about their paycheck during class time than 
teaching us.”  When he said this, Tara replied, “Yeah, those are the kind of teachers that 
don’t like to teach; they just like to get under your skin (lots of chuckles from the group).  
Makes you wanna snap on them (more laughs)!  Then when we feel like that, we get 
kicked outta class, and we get into trouble.” 
In sharing his struggles to pass the social studies graduation test, Charlie went on 
to say that, “Teachers made me feel stupid, too.  The results would come back and I had 
failed it again and they’d just say, ‘Why aren’t you trying harder?’  I mean, that’s what 
they said.”  Charlie added:  
Well, my counselor pulled me to his office and asked me, ‘Are you even trying?’  
I told him, yeah I’m trying.  And one of my teachers even said to me, ‘Well, you 
must not be trying too hard.  You failed it for the third time.’  That just made me 
feel even more stupid (hangs head and looks down). 
Faith voiced her frustration in the lack of support and understanding she got from 
the faculty and staff when it became evident that the early stages of her pregnancy were 
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making her sick.  She stated, “I was sick and I would try to show up for class but I would 
be late and they counted me tardy.  I told them I was sick and they didn’t care why.  But I 
couldn’t help it.”  After she stopped coming to school, she said she received a telephone 
call from her counselor encouraging her to return, but that was the extent of any outreach.  
She repeated again during the focus group interview that the teachers and counselors at 
her former high school “didn’t care.”  She added, “Like it was my fault I got pregnant, 
which it was, but they didn’t show that they cared about me at all.”   
Thomas and Tara, both students who opted to return to the traditional high school 
environment, indicated they generally got along with their teachers.  Like most students, 
they had some teachers they liked better than others, primarily because they conducted 
more interesting classes.  Tara explained that most likely it was her own academic 
struggles that prevented her from having more positive relationships with teachers. 
I had a good relationship with all my teachers.  It’s the work.  The work was hard.  
Like, I didn’t think I was rude or anything like that to my teachers, unless I was 
frustrated, and you know when you’re frustrated, you don’t want to talk.  When 
the teacher called my name, you don’t want to tell no answers, because you feel 
like, oh it’s wrong, so why try? 
When asked if she thought the teachers knew she was struggling to understand the 
coursework, she replied, 
 I mean, they probably did, and maybe some didn’t.  They probably didn’t sense 
that I wasn’t my regular self because I laugh a lot.  I don’t know, they probably 
did think that something was wrong with me and I was frustrated with the work. 
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Kyle took the responsibility for most of his aloof attitude toward high school.  With his 
thriving business as a drug dealer, albeit illegal, he did not seek out the help of counselors 
or trusted teachers.  He indicated that on the occasions he needed help from a teacher in 
the classroom it was not always readily available.  As he commented, “The school was so 
big and there were so many kids in one class and I couldn’t concentrate.  It’s hard to get 
personal help and get stuff done and actually do my work.”  When asked if anyone from 
the school attempted to get him to return once he stopped coming for good, he stated: 
No, not really.  And I guess that’s another thing.  The school’s just so big and they 
didn’t have time to worry about just one student personally, and I mean, uh, yeah, 
it kinda bothered me.  I had people on my side that wanted me to stay but really 
wasn’t trying to get me to stay.  That was basically just my counselor and my 
teachers. 
 Kay indicated that what bothered her most was that she felt like that none of the 
administrators had ever known her prior to her pregnancy, in spite of her being a straight 
A honor student.  Yet her boyfriend, who is the father of her son, was constantly being 
referred to the office for behavioral disruptions and seemed to have a friendly 
relationship with most of the administrators.  She noted how they often “high-fived” him 
in the hallways, asked how he was doing, and generally acknowledged him, all the while 
ignoring her when she was right beside him.  She spoke strongly against how the 
administrators at High School B determined who they got to know on a first name basis. 
I think the administrators ought to really do their part more.  Like, I was in all the 
AP and honor classes and was the straight A student all the time.  So when I got 
pregnant, everybody was like, ‘Why are YOU pregnant?’  I feel like that’s the 
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first the administrators had actually ever paid attention to me at school, and with 
my son’s daddy, it was just the opposite.  He was the bad kid and the class clown 
and that’s what got him attention.  I mean, even to this day if I were to go to High 
School B with him and we walked in together, all the administrators would be 
like, ‘Hey, how are you?’ to him and be all nice to him because of his reputation.  
They knew him.  They never knew me.  Never. 
When asked if she felt she was overlooked because she presented no behavioral 
problems, she adamantly stated: 
Exactly.  They never seemed to reach out to the kids who are actually trying, but 
to the kids who weren’t trying.  Well, it was like they were always trying to be 
their friends.  I mean, I know they were doing their job to help them and figure 
out what their problems are and keep them in school.   
While Trey acknowledged several times that he caused many classroom 
disruptions prompting his removal from class by the teachers, he spoke very highly of his 
special education teachers.  He felt they provided the ongoing support and 
encouragement he needed to return to the traditional high school environment for his 
diploma.  Prior to dropping out and contemplating his struggles with the graduation tests, 
he stated, “The teachers, they did, they did work hard to help me pass the tests.  They 
helped me read it, and stuff like that.”  In spite his history with significant behavioral 
issues and his severe reading disability, he felt that returning to high school after 
dropping out might not be so bad because “I have a lot of people right behind my back, 
helping me, who are wanting me to graduate, and I’m counting on myself.”  Trey 
identified those key individuals at High School A who were supporting and encouraging 
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him were two lead special education teachers and one regular education teacher.  He 
indicated those teachers made him feel welcome and offered their help to help him with 
difficult academic challenges.  During the focus group interview, he shared with his peers 
that “it made me feel good about my teachers who were behind me, like Mr. W. and Ms. 
H.”    
Rose was very complimentary of key teachers who made a lasting impression on 
her. 
Well, I realized that out of all the struggles at high school before that my teachers 
that were at (High School A) did their darndest to get me to graduate.  I mean, I 
cried, full-fledged cried, the day I dropped out.  Mr. H. at High School A, he uh, 
my English teacher, and I forgot her name right now, I don’t know, I always 
remember her name so it’s probably because I’m being recorded, I feel weird 
(laughs).  They pushed, like they cut my hours until I was only going to school 
from like 8 o’clock in the morning to like 12:30 and I had my own bus.  That’s 
how serious they were about getting me graduated.  But I was – I quit.  I let them 
down.  I let down and I  felt like – this has been eating away at me for a long time, 
and even though a GED is alright and whatever, you know, I did something – it 
was easy, getting my GED.  It would’ve been, I should’ve stuck it out in the first 
place and got my high school diploma, but it, like out of all of the crap that I’ve 
been through in high school and everything before that, I want to at least walk 
across the stage.  I have to at least walk across the stage and let those teachers 
know that they, that they left a lasting impression on my life.   
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 During her second interview when she was brainstorming ideas that the district 
might consider for retaining seniors until graduation, Rose emphasized the importance of 
meaningful adult relationships in the school to keep students motivated. 
Yeah, student to teacher kind of relationships.  That’s what really helped me to an 
extent.  I have the memory of two of my teachers that tried their best to get me to 
stay in school by talking to me.  Even after I did quit, it always stayed on my 
mind what they said.  Now that I came back, it’s been a big motivator for me, 
thinking about the things they said. 
Characteristics of school environment.  Determining the characteristics of a 
high school environment that returning senior dropouts seek in their return to high school 
was a key component of this research.  The participants provided a rich volume of 
information in responding to questions about which high school environment they 
preferred.  High School A and High School B are the two traditional environments 
offered by the district.  Each of the participants began high school at one of these two 
schools.  Upon their return to school after dropping out, they had two choices from which 
to make their decision about where to finish their requirements.  They could either return 
to the traditional high school where they had previously attended, or they could enroll at 
High School C, the non-traditional setting that was opened specifically for dropout 
recovery.  Of the eight participants who returned as former senior year dropouts, three 
chose to return to the traditional high school environment, and five of them chose to 
return to a different setting that offered a non-traditional environment.  
Traditional high school.  For Trey, the familiarity of the traditional high school 
setting where he knew he had the support and encouragement of key teachers was the 
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defining reason he chose to return to High School A.  In talking about High School A, he 
stated: 
Well, the teachers talked to me and told me that it would be best for me to stay 
here.  I started doing better.  I talked to my dad, and he told me to stay here.  It 
made me feel good after the teachers made me feel welcome here and stuff like 
this.  I used to like just ignore the teachers.  They wanted to yell at me, write me 
up, and I was gonna be myself.  So when they called me and talked me to and 
stuff like that, I felt better and I started doing right when I came back.  I started 
doing my work.  I just need to get out of high school.  So instead of just using this 
as a battlefield, I’m just going to use this as a classroom, do my work, and get out 
of here. 
 Trey had always received direct services from special education while in high 
school and relied on the help he received.  It was the teachers in special education who 
were not only there for him during the difficult academic times, but who also promised 
him their support if he would return to high school for his diploma.  Trey stated: 
Yeah, everybody was on my side.  There was a lot a work but it was easier it 
seemed because I wanted to do it and I wanted to try and not get in trouble and I 
wanted to go to college.  I felt I had more of a right mind about myself.  I felt like 
I knew what I wanted to do, and with everybody on my side I felt I could really 
do it if I tried. 
 Thomas decided to return to his traditional high school roots upon his re-
enrollment in high school.  For him, High School B was really the only choice.  He said 
that he was doing it for his mother.  His brothers had already graduated from the same 
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high school and it was her dream to see Thomas’ high school diploma hanging on the 
wall at home along with the others.  Providing the continuity of all her sons graduating 
from the same high school was important to his mother, whom he really wanted to please.  
When asked if there were other reasons that drew him back to High School B, he stated, 
“Yeah, my friends, people that I got along with, the teachers that I got along with.”  
During his hospitalization at the beginning of his senior year and before he dropped out, 
he acknowledged that his teachers tried to help him keep up with his work.  He said, “I 
emailed my teachers to let them know I wouldn’t be in class and they would send me my 
work, stuff like that.” 
 Tara also elected to return to her former traditional high school.  She had a 
generally good experience prior to dropping out and was quick to acknowledge that High 
School B was her only choice of familiarity with her peers and her enjoyment of 
activities the school had to offer.  Regarding her friends, she said, “I mean, I can like 
confide in them, and they have problems, too, and we can talk about it to each other.” 
She enjoyed the school dances and going to football and basketball games.  She even 
stated that, “I had a good relationship with all my teachers.” 
Non-traditional high school.  Charlie indicated that the only reason he was able to 
return to high school after dropping out was because of the evening hours and flexibility 
of attendance at non-traditional High School C.  Because of his need to work to help his 
mother with household expenses, he knew he could not go back to the structured 
schedule of his previous high school.  He stated: 
My principal from my previous school told me that I would be able to work better 
with my work schedule at the night school than at the other school, ‘cause I’d 
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have to go every day, every morning.  Well, I work 12 hours sometimes a day; 
well, I work seven days a week.  I get, sometimes, Sundays off.  So it really gets 
my way of school, and I’ve been working ever since I was in 8th grade. 
In reflecting how the non-traditional high school worked for him after finally 
completing all his requirements for graduation, Charlie noted that the most important 
thing to him was “being able to come to night school when I could and staying as long as 
I needed to or leave when I needed to, and working around my work schedule.” 
For Rose, who made the decision to enroll in the non-traditional high school upon 
her return, the evening hours, flexibility of attendance, personal attention, and feeling of 
social comfort were important to her. 
I’m 19 years old.  I already got my GED.  It probably would’ve been a lot more 
difficult to go back to actual regular high school, and I figured that it would be 
better for me, and my personal life, being as I’ve been out of school for a little 
while, to do it in a setting, I don’t really know anybody.  I got good teachers that 
are going to back me up.  I won’t have too many, like, people that are trying to 
talk to me and distract me from work.  I don’t have to wake up early and be 
groggy and be in a bad mood and come to school, and if I’m sick I don’t even 
have to come to school.  I can go in once, sign in, and if I’m sick I can go home 
and work from home, you know.  It’s just a lot more convenient.  The times are 
convenient, the hours, everything.  It’s a lot better and I can work at my own pace, 
and if I feel like, you know, I need help then I have somebody there to help me.  
So if I’m sick, I can just go to school the next day. 
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In comparing her feelings about attending the traditional high school prior to 
dropping out and attending the non-traditional high school upon her return to high school, 
Rose shared: 
It was mostly just about being around so many people before and too many other 
things going on in my life, and it was withdrawing me from focusing completely. 
But, this time it was way more productive because it was quiet and I could 
concentrate and get help when I needed.  It was like one on one.  So I whizzed 
through the work.  At the non-traditional high school, you’re pretty much like, not 
in a huge class where a teacher is trying to teach a big group at the same time.  
You’re doing things on your own at your own pace, so for some people that might 
be easier. 
When asked if she felt there were significant differences between the two school 
environments, she added: 
Oh God.  The last time I was in high school I was mainly worried about what 
other people thought.  I was younger and I was still focused on the high school 
clique thing.  But now that I’ve come back, I’ve been like a person instead of, you 
know, being part of a group.  I just came into school and focused on the work and 
not anything else.  Not even what was going on at my house, I mean, maybe I 
thought about it, but it didn’t stop me and I didn’t have to worry about things.  I 
mean, I got friends at the night school and I know lots of these people, but I mean 
it’s completely different this time around.  Way better, way better!  100% better. 
Kay was excited about the opportunity to earn her diploma at non-traditional High 
School C.  She had an infant son to care for and was decisive in her feeling that she could 
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not leave him in day care to return to the traditional high school she had been at before 
dropping out.  In order to attend high school, she needed a place that allowed her to go to 
school in the evenings when there adults home from work and who could help her with 
childcare. 
The night school catered to my situation a lot better than the regular high school 
did.  Like I said, I didn’t want to leave my son every day, and to me, the younger 
years matter the most.  So, when I found out about that school, having the 
flexibility in schedule and hours and everything, I was like, well you know, I can 
leave him for a little while to be able to do something like this. 
Kay also was anxious to complete her remaining six credits as quickly as possible.  
She added that, “The classes are catered to what level or course you are taking.”   By 
attending the non-traditional high school that utilized E2020, the self-paced and 
computer-based curriculum, she was able to accelerate the completion of her work.  
During her second interview, she elaborated on the self-paced courses. 
I also liked the pacing ten times better.  You’re not having to deal with set times, 
like for instance in the traditional school they have their schedules where it’s like 
doing this lesson in this amount of time.  What if you can do it quicker?  What if 
you need to take longer?  Everybody’s not in the same pace. 
Kay felt she made the right decision in enrolling in the non-traditional high 
school.  She shared with the focus group that “having the flexibility to attend in the 
evening and even work from the computer at home when I could was really helpful.”   
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 Like Kay, Kyle was seeking a flexible environment that would allow him to move 
quickly through the five and a half credits he needed to graduate.  He also acknowledged 
that the evening hours suited him much better.  He stated: 
I liked the non-traditional because it’s more suitable to me.  The E2020 helps me 
out so much more than actually sitting in a regular class.  I can focus more; I can 
do all my stuff quicker.  I mean, everything about it helps me.  I hate waking up at 
seven in the morning.  I’d go into high school before and be so drowsy.  So I 
really like that I’m going in the evening now.  I’d much rather go to a night school 
than a day school. 
 Kyle added that he appreciated the individualized attention that he received at the 
non-traditional high school.  He stated, “Well, I’ve had a lot of one on one time in night 
school this time, and that’s what I really needed, personal help.”  When asked how he felt 
about having only one choice in curriculum format at the non-traditional high school, he 
said that “E2020 worked excellent for me.”  He added, “I like how I can get my work 
done at school, not have to go home and do so much homework that didn’t matter.” 
 Faith opted to enroll at non-traditional High School C.  With her infant daughter 
to care for, she could not see how she could go back to a structured environment that 
required daily, mandatory attendance.  She also felt uncomfortable because of her age.  
Faith shared why she chose to enroll at the non-traditional high school. 
Uh, one, well, it worked better with my schedule.  I don’t have nobody to watch 
my baby during the day.  Everybody else is working, so I have to do what I have 
to do.  And another reason is because I feel like I’m getting more one on one time 
with my work and there’s no competition for me to get help.  I can get help as 
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much as I need it at night school… Now I’m almost 20 and I couldn’t sit in a 
regular high school with people who are 15, 16, or 17 years old.  I just can’t…So I 
just didn’t want to go back to my old high school because of my age and I had 
dropped out and my grades had gotten bad. 
Faith conveyed that the self-paced curriculum was important to her in her selection. 
I could work at my own pace and I could do what I thought was enough for me.  I 
mean, I’m going to work at my own pace anyway, and in the regular high school 
you had to do the work then and there.  If you didn’t keep up, you fell behind.  At 
the night school, I could work at my own pace but still get the work done and 
finish what I needed to finish at my own pace. 
Faith also shared that without the flexible attendance policy, coming back would 
have been impossible for her. 
Oh, that helped me a lot because a lot of times I couldn’t come to school because 
of my child or because I was sick.  If I was sick, then she would get sick.  We live 
in the same household, so either way one of us was going to be sick.  It helped me 
a lot, because if she was sick I could stay home and take care of her and there 
were a lot of days I couldn’t make it to school.  If there was an attendance policy 
like (High School A), then I wouldn’t ever be done with school.  As she stated to 
the focus group, “The non-traditional high school really worked for me because it 
worked around my schedule.” 
Life goals.  Each participant in this research was a former senior year dropout 
who made the decision to return to high school for a regular diploma.  No doubt, there 
were personal reasons each one had that motivated them to return.  They made a personal 
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commitment to complete a journey they had begun when they were very young.  Each 
participant voiced clear and worthy reasons for why he or she wanted a high school 
diploma.  For some, they could barely contain their joy and pride in sharing with me that 
they had accomplished a goal they thought they would never achieve.  Without 
exception, personal aspirations garnered the most excitement in the voices of these eight 
participants.  All of them yearned to have their diploma, a symbol of achievement that 
they hoped would pave the way for opportunities leading to success and meaning for their 
lives.  The last student to speak during the focus interview was Tara, who summed up 
what she felt after listening to the others in the group. 
I think that all teenagers go through some difficulties trying to graduate, and when 
they do graduate, they will have new difficulties.  Like me, now I’m on dialysis.  
Some will have difficulties in college or in finding jobs.  But there’s always going 
to be something to overcome.  You just can’t give up. 
Diploma.  Charlie not only wants his high school diploma for himself and to make 
his mother proud, but he also wants to be the first sibling in his family to attain his 
diploma since his older brothers never earned one.  He stated, “I’ve been in school for so 
long.  I really want to get my high school diploma, so it’s really important to me, 
especially since I’ll be the only one in my family to have one.”  He also feels that once he 
has attained his diploma, his family members will think more highly of him.  He stated, 
“They are going to look at me a lot different, especially since I now have, or about to 
have soon, my diploma, and they’ll look at me more successfully, because before I was 
going to get my GED.” 
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Rose, who went on to earn her GED after dropping out of high school, still 
wanted her high school diploma.  For her, she wanted to prove to herself and to the 
teachers she felt she let down in high school that she had accomplished an important goal.  
She said: 
Like out of all of the crap that I’ve been through in high school and everything 
before that, I want to at least walk across the stage.  I have to at least walk across 
the stage and let those teachers know that they, that they left a lasting impression 
on my life.  I want to get a high school diploma because it will take me further 
than a GED will.  I believe that I will get better jobs.  I’ll have better education 
opportunities.  I can go to college.  I don’t know, I’ll always remember me 
walking across the stage for the rest of my life because I went back and got my 
high school diploma.  It’s just going to help me out 100%.  This is like the first 
step to the rest of my life. 
 When asked how she felt upon finishing high school, Rose said in her second 
interview: 
I feel like a big weight has just been lifted of me.  There’s just no way to really 
explain it.  It’s like I can finally take a deep breath in and let a deep breath out, 
instead of (takes in deep breath and holds it).  I don’t know, I’m just not worried 
about tomorrow.  It’s like, it’s the best feeling ever.  It’s great. 
In the focus group interview, Rose shared with her peers her regrets about not 
finishing high school on time: 
I look back on it now and I wish that I had gotten my diploma two years ago like I 
should have.  It would have opened so many more doors for me during those 
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years.  It’s like I opened the door and walked out on a free education that so 
people would just kill for.  But I’m glad I finally finished. 
Trey, who struggled academically because of his reading disability and who 
manifested frequent disruptive behaviors in school, admitted he finally began to think 
about what a life without his high school diploma might be like.  He said in his first 
interview, “To be a dropout, I’m not going go anywhere in life.  I just thought about what 
I wanted to do.  So I just pushed myself and pushed myself and it’s coming to me now.”   
Trey compared the attainment of his high school diploma to earning the privilege 
of having a driver’s license. 
Well, I mean, it’s like my driver’s license.  It’s like people that want to drive, they 
really want to get it, ‘cause they’ve waited 16 years to get it. That’s what I’ve 
waited all my life to get.  I’ve been in school, like, 12 or 13 years.  I want that one 
little paper (diploma), and without that you can’t a job, can’t get nothing without 
that.  As soon as I get that, I can move to the next step – go to college, and 
everything.  So that’s one of the biggest things to have on my wall.   
Trey later added, “When you want to do something right, you need to stay in school and 
get your diploma.” 
Kay felt strongly about the differences in opportunities that a high school diploma 
provides versus what a GED provides for a person. 
Uhm, like part of my son’s family never finished school, just got a GED.  You see 
how they go through daily struggles, probably more of a paycheck to paycheck 
situation, probably for the rest of their lives.  I didn’t want to be that way, 
especially with me having my baby already.  I wanted to be able to go as far as I 
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wanted to go, and having that diploma actually makes that seem that much closer 
now.  
Kay also shared that by earning her high school diploma, she was setting an 
example for her son.  She asserted, “I want to be an influence for my son.”  During the 
focus group interview, she shared with the other participants that “when you have a kid, 
you can’t tell your kid to do something if you didn’t do it.  I had to do this for him, too, 
and for me.” 
 Kyle could not contain his excitement about earning his high school diploma.  He 
stated, “That high school diploma means everything to me.  It’s changed my whole life.”  
When asked to explain how a diploma would change his life, he replied: 
It’s, it’s done everything for me that I could dream of.  My whole family sees me 
as a person.  It’s absolutely the best thing that could happen to me in my whole 
life so far.  But now I can actually get my diploma and I opened my eyes and I’m 
like, ‘Wow! I’m going to make something of myself in life!’  It means everything 
to me.  It’s changed my whole life completely. 
Kyle reflected that he made many poor decisions prior to leaving high school as a 
senior.  He indicated that being a drug dealer and dropping out of high school were bad 
mistakes.  He admitted he was living for the moment prior to returning to high school. 
If I would have actually sat back and looked at what I can gain from getting a 
high school diploma, and what I can gain from going to college, and how much 
more you get out of graduation instead of getting a GED, and I’m not saying a 
GED is bad, but a high school diploma is always better than a GED, because 
you’re a graduate.  It’s, well, it’s wonderful. 
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Thomas indicated that attaining his high school diploma meant not having to 
settle for a GED.  When asked why he felt that way, he said:  
It’s very important.  It’s why I came back.  It’s the only thing that I want right 
now.  I don’t want a GED.  Some people say you get more jobs with a high school 
diploma than a GED, but I don’t know.  But high school diploma sounds better.  
Yes ma’am, it does.  It’s going to be something that I reached, one of my goals 
that I met, to say that I graduated from high school. 
 Tara felt she had worked a long time towards attaining her diploma and did not 
want to let it slip away after having come to close to finishing.  She said, “I didn’t do all 
that work for nothing.”  She wanted to achieve her own goal of graduating from high 
school, but also to be an inspiring role model for her many siblings. 
I have 11 brothers and sisters and I’m the oldest.  That’s like a big “UH” on me!  
And so for me, I gotta like set an example to my brothers and sisters.  They look 
up to me.  I have to get somewhere in life…I haven’t been in school all this time 
for nothing.  I need my diploma. 
In the focus interview group, Tara shared that although attaining a high school 
diploma is expected in her family, it is not necessarily the norm in her family. 
Well, first of all, it’s like a tradition in my family that you have to get your 
diploma, but they don’t all do it.  But I was like going to do it and I did.  I want to 
better myself and I want to go to college and I want to be a probation officer.  
That’s what I want to do. 
Faith’s comments in responding to the icebreaker question about how she felt 
since finishing her requirements for graduation were “I feel great!  I’m glad!  I’m 
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accomplished!”  Later in the same interview, she got excited again and said, “I just want 
to scream at the top of my lungs because it took me forever to get here and now that I’m 
done, I won’t ever have to look back or walk through those doors again and feel like I’m 
not finished with high school.”  When asked if she could have seen this achievement a 
year ago, she replied: 
No, never.  I didn’t realize when I was going to finish when I came back to high 
school just because I was too busy thinking about my family and with a baby, I’m 
like, when am I going to have time to finish something for myself?  But then, I 
realized I had to finish because of her, because of my child.  I had to finish for 
myself.   
 Faith was asked to explain why it was so important to her that she finish high 
school for her infant daughter. 
Uh, not just because of statistics, because a lot of statistics show that if you’re a 
young mom, your kid is more likely to be a young parent, and it’s, well, I don’t 
want her to be like me.  I want her to know that I finished school, and that if it 
does happen to her, I want her to know that you can do it, and you can go back get 
a diploma.  I want her to know that I support her and that I support her in that I 
went back to school and it’s the only way I made it.   
College.  Charlie felt his diploma would provide the opportunity for him to 
achieve his goal of having his own automotive business.  He knew he needed a diploma 
from a technical college to give him the additional skills and knowledge he needed to be 
successful.  He stated, “I want to be able to open up my own business, and the only way 
to do that is with a high school diploma so I can go to college.” 
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Trey felt strongly that going to technical college was his next goal to achieve 
upon graduating from high school.  He said, “I have a goal to actually go to college and 
I’m working on that right now.”  By the time the focus group interview took place, he 
told the other participants, “I’m enrolled here at the tech college and going to major in 
welding.” 
Kay indicated that going to college to become a teacher was now close to being a 
dream come true.  She spoke lovingly of her desire to become an elementary teacher.  
Her college goals were lofty as she stated, “I want to earn my doctorate.” 
Thomas was excited about earning his diploma.  To him, it meant he would be 
able “to do something with my life, to do something, to go to college, to get more 
education.”  During his second interview and after completing all his requirements for 
graduation, Thomas was all smiles and extremely excited.  The researcher eventually 
commented on his big smiles, to which he replied, “Yes, you see me!  I can’t help it.  I’m 
happy!  It still all so fresh in my brain that I’m finished!  I’m finished and I passed that 
test!” 
In sharing with the rest of the focus group why going to college meant so much to 
him, Thomas said: 
Well, I want to go to college and now I can.  I’m going to mortuary school and 
start my own business.  I’m tired of working fast food.  I’ve done it now for the 
last three years.  I mean, I’m glad I had the job and it was the same one, but it’s 
not what I want to do forever.  Now I can pursue it and I can also get my diploma 
put on my Momma’s wall like she wants! 
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 Kyle was excited about being so close to finishing high school.  To him, it meant 
the possibility of a better future that included going to college.  “That high school 
diploma means everything to me.  Basically, in this economy today, you won’t have 
anything without a high school diploma, much less, I mean, I just really want to go to 
college.  I’ve always aspired to go to college.”  Kyle indicated his planned to major in 
business. 
 Tara knew that in order to become a corrections officer or probation officer, she 
needed to attend college.  She indicated she wanted “to go to college and get [her] 
master’s in criminal justice…as soon as possible.”  She added, “Right now, I can’t figure 
out which college I really want to go to.  I don’t want to go too far from my grandmother.  
But I also don’t want to stay too close.” 
 Between the times the second interview took place and the focus group took 
place, Tara was admitted to the hospital because of kidney failure.  She was in intensive 
care for the first few days and then spent two additional weeks in the hospital.  Until a 
donor can be found for her, she is facing a lifetime of dialysis three times a week.  She 
had finished requirements for graduation by the time she had gone to the hospital.  She 
knew that her future was uncertain in many ways, but she still stated, “I really want to get 
done with this dialysis, too, but I don’t know how long that will be.  Maybe forever.  But 
I still want to go to college.” 
Faith was not sure what she wanted to pursue if she was able to attend college, but 
only knew that the diploma was going to help make it possible when and if she could go.  
Um, it’s definitely gonna help me get a better job and allow me to get enrolled in 
college, and figure out what kind of career I want in the future.  I don’t know 
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what I want to do yet, but I do know just going to college and getting my core 
classes is just one more step toward figuring it out. 
Career.  Charlie wants to be in the automotive business which he already knows 
so well.  One of his older brothers, a high school dropout, works as a janitor at a local 
school.  His other older brother, another dropout, is a maintenance worker at the same car 
dealership where Charlie works doing the same thing.  When asked what he thought 
having a high school diploma would do for him, he stated, “Well, it will help me better 
with my job applications, and help me get a better career.”  He also stated, “It’s going to 
help be able to continue on to college and get a better career than what I’m in right now.  
Hopefully, I’ll get higher pay and be able to stand on my own.”  During the group 
interview, he shared: 
I want to do automotives.  My dad and I have found a place in a nearby town 
where we want to open this business.  It’s rebuilding engines and other parts of 
the car.  We’d like to do a truck business, too.  This town doesn’t have anything 
like that, so that’s why we want to open it there. 
 Rose was uncertain of her future, but she felt that for the first time in many years, 
she was making good decisions for herself.  When asked what she thought a diploma 
would do for her, she replied: 
I can go into the Army now, or some branch of the military, or go to something 
else that I wouldn’t have been able to if I would have just not come to night 
school and got my high school diploma…Um, honestly, it just like the next 
moving point in my life right now, like this is my next step for whatever else there 
is to come.  Whether I decide to go to the Navy or anything, or if I want to go get 
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a job, they’re going to look and see that I have a GED and a high school diploma, 
and they’re going to be like, that’s a little weird.  But it’s really important to me 
because this is what I’m working on now in my life.  This is what I have to do in 
order to, well, I’m taking baby steps toward a better future and this is one of the 
steps, one of the very important steps that I have to take. 
Rose repeated again, “I want to have a career, not just a job.”  Upon finishing her 
graduation requirements, she shared her feelings about the importance of a high school 
diploma and how important she feels it is. 
I really lost sight of education and how important it is, but there are people who 
would die or kill for an education like ours in this country.  We take it for granted, 
really, and then we’ll just be working at McDonald’s for the rest of our lives.  
That might be cool for a while, but when you get older and you have no career or 
anything to look forward to in your life, you’re gonna feel real crappy. 
 Trey felt that without a diploma, options leading to any kind of career success 
would be dismal.  He stated, “Without a diploma, you not going to get good jobs and in 
your personal life, you might wind up on the streets and maybe even jail.”  His personal 
vision was stated simply, “I want to get a job and one day get a house.”  
 In Kay’s first interview, she shared her dream of wanting to be an educator.  She 
stated she wanted to be “a teacher for lower grades, preferably kindergarten or first 
grade.”  An honor student who has held tight to her lifelong career goal of being a 
teacher, she has set the bar high for herself.   
 Thomas articulately stated his career goal.  He said, “I want to be a mortician and 
own my own funeral home one day.” He said to accomplish his goal he would have to 
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attend a special mortuary school located in Atlanta, Georgia.  He was excited about the 
prospect of leaving his home town to pursue his dream.  When asked if he thought a high 
school diploma would help him get into the school, he replied, “Yes, ma’am, it sure will.” 
 Kyle voiced his desire to be a part of his grandfather’s business organization.  
Without a diploma, he stated that his father would never even consider allowing Kyle to 
join his business.  Now, with a diploma and the chance to go to college, his future with 
his grandfather looked much brighter. 
Well, my grandfather said that he’d let me come to work for him at one of his 
financial firms.  He’s planning on retiring not too long after I graduate and me and 
my grandmother and my grandfather have already talked about how I’m going to 
eventually take his spot.  That would mean everything to me again. 
 Tara spoke confidently of her career plans.  She stated with no hesitation, “I want 
to be a correctional or probation officer.” 
 Faith was uncertain of her career plans but was confident her diploma would 
make a positive difference.  She stated, “It will help me get a career that I can stay in 
instead of just working at a fast food restaurant for the rest of my life.”  She added, “I 
don’t have a job right now and I’m barely making it.  It’s hard, so just, even if I didn’t 
finish school, I probably would be just working in a fast food restaurant and that’s 
nothing I want to do at all.” 
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CHAPTER 5:  DISCUSSION 
 This chapter will begin with a brief summary of the purpose of this study and how 
it was conducted.  Next, a discussion of conclusions that were drawn based on the 
responses of the participants will be presented.  Finally, there will be discussions 
regarding study limitations, implications of the research, and recommendations for 
extended research. 
Research Design   
An empirical, transcendental phenomenological study was used in order to 
empower the participants to tell their story with their own voice and their own words.  
Creswell (2007) states that by engaging in qualitative research, “the story and findings 
become believable and realistic, accurately reflecting all the complexities that exist in 
real life” (p. 46).  Creswell further states that a qualitative approach is best suited for 
understanding “common experiences in order to develop practices or policies, or to 
develop a deeper understanding about the features of the phenomenon” (p. 60).  In 
conducting this type of study, the researcher must bracket out her own experiences as 
much as possible to uncover the essence of the participants’ experiences.            
Participants   
There was a very small pool of eligible students to invite to participate in this 
study.  The number of returning senior dropouts is extremely low and not all of them 
agreed to participate in the study.  The resulting eight participants were former senior 
dropouts who were 18 or 19 years of age.  They re-enrolled in one of the district’s two 
traditional high schools or the district’s non-traditional high school.  There were four 
males and four females, all of whom were considered economically disadvantaged before 
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dropping out of school.  Only three of the participants had re-enrolled in the traditional 
high schools.  Two of them were African American males and one was an African 
American female.  Of the five participants who reenrolled at the non-traditional high 
school, one was an African American female, two were Caucasian females, and two were 
Caucasian males.  Two of the students in the study received services in special education 
prior to dropping out of high school, and five of them had several discipline referrals.          
Site Description   
The study took place in a South Georgia school district in which there are two 
traditional high schools, identified only as High School A and High School B.  There is 
one new non-traditional high school in the district identified as High School C.  All three 
high schools serve students in ninth through twelfth grades.  Neither traditional high 
school made Adequate Yearly Progress for the last three consecutive years, primarily due 
to its low graduation rates.  Both traditional high schools utilize a Monday through 
Friday, 8 a.m. to 3 p.m. schedule.  A wide array of required classes, vocational classes, 
and Advanced Placement and honors classes are offered, as well as a full range of 
athletics and other extracurricular activities.  All three schools must adhere to state-
mandated End-of-Course Tests and Georgia High School Graduation Tests requirements 
for students. 
High School A had an enrollment of 1,819 students for the 2010-2011 school 
year, with a graduation rate of 87.4%.  However, the graduation rate for African 
American students at this school was significantly bleaker for that year as their 
graduation rate was only 66.4%, whereas Caucasian students had an 86.4% graduation 
rate.  The previous year, the graduation rate was on 80.5%.   
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High School B had an enrollment of 1,748 students for the same 2010-2011 
school year.  Their graduate rate was  65.5% for that year.  African American students had 
a graduation rate of 63.9%, and Caucasian students had a graduation at 63.3%.  The 
opening of the non-traditional high school occurred during the 2010-2011 school year 
when both traditional high schools’ graduation rates reflected a significant increase.  This 
may or may not have impacted the increase, but no new high school programs or 
interventions other than the non-traditional high school were implemented that year that 
specifically sought to support returning dropouts in their quest to earn their diploma.     
Non-traditional High School C opened in January of 2011.  Operating under the 
umbrella of the alternative school division of the Georgia Department of Education, it 
utilizes attendance and seat time waivers.  The success or setbacks of this school impacts 
graduation rates and student performance on graduation tests for High School A and B.  It 
is an evening school operating Monday through Thursday from 4 p.m. until 10 p.m.  
Students may come and go at will, although they must attend for one full evening a week 
to maintain their full-time enrollment status.  No meals, transportation, or extracurricular 
activities are provided.  High School C is housed in a facility separate from the traditional 
high schools.  At present, the sole purpose of non-traditional High School C is to recover 
former dropouts and present a viable and flexible means of attaining their high school 
diploma while they are still eligible to attend high school in the state of Georgia. 
Data Collection   
Collection of data commenced upon approval from Liberty University’s 
International Review Board (Appendix B).  After participants had been identified and 
mandatory disclosure and permission forms were signed (Appendix C, Appendix D), the 
  
148 
 
first round of individual interviews began.  Each interview lasted approximately 15 to 20 
minutes and was audio-recorded to maintain the integrity of the participants’ exact words.  
Four questions were presented to each participant regarding reasons for dropping out of 
high school as seniors, reasons for returning to high school, value they placed on earning 
a diploma, and reasons for selecting their choice of high school environment. 
The second round of audio-recorded individual interviews took place after each 
participant had completed all requirements for graduation.  Lasting approximately 20 
minutes, four questions were presented to the participants.  They were asked to share any 
challenges they might have encountered upon their return to high school, to describe how 
their experiences were different upon their return as compared to their experiences before 
dropping out of high school, to share how they believe an attainment of a diploma will 
impact their future, and to make recommendations for the school district to help prevent 
other students from dropping out of high school. 
A focus group interview was conducted after both individual interviews took 
place.  Lasting approximately 45 minutes, participants engaged in a lively conversation as 
they answered questions similar to the ones from the first two interviews.  This session 
was videotaped.  Seven of the eight participants attended this interview. 
Finally, detailed academic data on each participant was extracted from the 
district’s student information database to gain better insight into their academic and 
behavioral performance from ninth grade until graduation.  Graduation rates and dropout 
rates were obtained from the Georgia Department of Education’s public website that 
provides official performance data for every school in the state.             
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Data Analysis   
The most powerful data originated from the stories of the participants.  To more 
fully become familiar with these stories, meticulously transcribed interviews were read a 
minimum of three times.  From there, the horizonalization process began in which 
significant words and sentences were extracted.  It was from these words and statements 
that similar sentences began to emerge.  By arranging and rearranging these sentences, 
themes began to emerge from which meaning could be derived and developed into 
important descriptions that yielded what the experience was like from the participants’ 
points of views and how they experienced the phenomenon. 
 A comparison of graduation rates for the two traditional high schools for the last 
five years was made to determine if the implementation of the non-traditional high school 
might have been a factor in changes in graduation rates.  Also, details regarding each 
participant’s high school academic and behavioral records were considered to give 
credibility to their stories.              
Literature Review  
A thorough literature review confirmed the need for this study.  Much is known 
about why students drop out of high school and that for the vast majority of them, it is a 
pipeline to poverty.  Research clearly shows that the largest number of students will 
dropout in ninth grade.  Multiple entities track and present data that show who is 
dropping out by race, grade, and school size and location.  Only recently have some 
commissioned studies begun to conduct interviews with dropouts to determine their 
reasons for leaving high school.  There are boundless reports citing the heavy economic 
and social costs that dropouts make on our county.  While alternative schools and 
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programs are not new to our educational system, determining which ones are the most 
effective is still under investigation.  What is abundantly clear is that literature 
investigating former senior year dropouts who return to earn their diploma by age 20 is 
severely lacking.  There has been virtually no investigation of how a choice of returning 
to either a traditional high school environment or a non-traditional high school 
environment impacts a decision of a senior dropout to return, or if they achieve their goal 
of earning a diploma.  This study sought to help begin to fill the gap that is needed to 
uncover the phenomenon of senior dropouts who wish to return for their high school 
diploma, and what high school environment provides the best chance of that happening.   
Summary of the Findings 
 These eight participants provided a treasure trove of information shedding insight 
into the focus of this study.  They shared compelling, heartfelt stories describing their 
frustrations, hardships, and obstacles that ultimately led to each of them dropping out of 
high school in their senior year.  Even more powerful were their voices of hope, 
aspirations, and success.  Their desire for specific characteristics of a high school that 
would meet their needs provided a deep insight into what works and what is lacking in 
our high schools to enable all students to graduate.  They readily made suggestions for 
improvement to high school supports based on their own challenges and eventual 
successes.  A glimpse at the graduation rates of the two traditional high schools for the 
last five years shed interesting light on why their rates suddenly spiked during the same 
year the district’s new non-traditional high school opened. 
 High school environments.  The three participants who decided to return to their 
former traditional high school were seeking a comfortable and predictable environment.  
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These three students had been out of school for the shortest length of time.  The two 
males and one female were all African American.  Only one of them was employed at the 
time, but none had children of their own to care for.  These participants were the only 
ones in the entire group who had only one credit to complete as well as one remaining 
graduation test to pass.   
Trey, the participant with a reading disability that resulted in significant academic 
difficulties, relied on the daily and direct assistance he received from his special 
education teachers.  The level of support he needed would have been difficult to replicate 
at the non-traditional high school because of limited faculty.   
Tara spoke of wanting to be with her friends.  When asked why she chose her 
former traditional high school to go back to, she stated with certainty, “My friends!  I 
mean, I can like confide in them, and they have problems, too, and we can talk about it to 
each other.”  Thomas’ response to the same question was similar to Tara’s response.  He 
said he returned to his former high school with a traditional environment because of “my 
friends.  People that I got along with.  The teachers that I got along with.”  The decision 
these three participants made might potentially been different had they been older and out 
of school longer, employed, or a parent. 
 The remaining five participants who enrolled at the non-traditional high school 
were adamant that without the alternative environment, they would have remained a 
dropout.  They spoke of the characteristics of the high school that appealed to them and 
that suited their particular life situation. 
 Faith could not afford childcare for her baby and she had to rely on unpredictable 
help from others in order to go to school. 
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The non-traditional high school really worked for me because it worked around 
my schedule.  When I was at the regular high school, before I had my baby, I was 
pregnant and I was getting sick all the time and just felt like, well, they didn’t 
care.  Like it was my fault I got pregnant, which it was, but they didn’t show that 
they cared about me at all.  I just stopped going to school because I was sick all 
the time from being pregnant and now that I’ve had her, I can’t always get a 
babysitter for her.  Her daddy works, and my parents work and they’re not there 
for me too much anyway.  If I’m at school, I have to have somebody with her, and 
I can’t afford daycare, so I couldn’t go to regular school. 
Kyle, the former drug dealer, had no intention of returning to his former high 
school.  He was seeking a more personal relationship that focused more on him rather 
than a large classroom of students.  He said, “I’ve had a lot of one on one time in night 
school this time, and that’s what I really needed, personal help.”  Kay, who felt no one 
knew her in the traditional high school in spite of being an honor student, also voiced her 
appreciation of the personalized attention at school.  She stated, “I definitely preferred 
evening school over the traditional school.  It worked for me.  Everything for me was 
more like, well, teachers were there for you.  When you need something or need help, 
within like five minutes you have help.”  Charlie echoed the voices of Kyle and Kay 
when he stated, “This time I was able to work one on one with a teacher.  They 
understood me more.  The teachers before I dropped out, they understood me a little, but 
they were more focused on the whole class of 30 instead of one person so it makes it 
more difficult for me.” 
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Charlie emphasized that without the flexibility of the attendance policy and with 
the program hours in the late afternoon and evening, he would not have been able to 
return, as his job was necessary to help support his mother’s household.  He said the 
schedule worked for him because he could “come to night school when I could and stay 
as long as I needed to or leave when I needed to, and work around my work schedule.”   
Rose was happy for the chance to return to high school after dropping out and 
struggling with drug abuse doing high school.  However, she was still trying to piece her 
life back together and did not want to go to her former traditional high school.  She 
stated:  
It’s just a lot more convenient.  The times are convenient, the hours, everything.  
It’s a lot better and I can work at my own pace, and if I feel like, you know, I need 
help than I have somebody there to help me… I got friends at the night school and 
I know lots of these people, but I mean it’s completely different this time around.  
Way better, way better!  100% better. 
 When the focus group was sharing what they like about the non-traditional high 
school and why it worked for those who attended it, Kay added that, “I know somebody 
who also goes to the night high school.  He works during the day and goes to school 
when he gets off.” 
 Participants who attended the non-traditional high school appreciated the flexible 
attendance policy, evening hours, self-paced coursework, personal attention from 
teachers, supportive and nurturing environment, and knowledge that they were not the 
only overage students returning to earn their diploma. 
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 Reasons for senior dropouts.  The National Center for Education Statistics 
conducted a longitudinal study of students who from the 1988 eighth grade cohort.  
Statistical data was gathered regarding those students who dropped out in high school and 
subsequently returned to graduate.  The report cited: 
Students have different reasons for dropping out. Some simply dislike school; 
some cannot get along with their teachers; or some perceive school as a waste of 
their time. Others begin working full time, either by choice or by necessity, and 
cannot maintain their schedules as students. For young women, pregnancy, 
childbirth, and subsequent childcare responsibilities may interfere with school, 
while young men who become fathers may have childcare duties or be required to 
work to support the family (1998, p. 1). 
In their landmark study, The Silent Epidemic: Perspectives of High School 
Dropouts, Bridgeland, DiIulio, and Morison cited that in focus groups from 25 different 
locations in the United States, students dropped out primarily because of “lack of 
connection to the school environment; a perception that school is boring; feeling 
unmotivated; academic challenges; and the weight of real world events” (2006, p. 3) 
Participants cited several different reasons for dropping, none of which came as any 
surprise.   
 A longitudinal study prepared by Regional Educational Laboratory West that one 
cohort for five years in high school from 2001-2001 through 2005-2006 and focused on 
students who dropped out and returned to successfully earn their high school diploma 
(2008).  Even though this study took place in a large, urban school district, students in 
that study encountered most of the same challenges and obstacles as did the participants 
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in this research.  Interviews with students revealed “both ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors that 
motivated their dropout and return to school” (p. iii-iv).  Push factors include “academic 
struggles, boredom, and limited ways to make up failed course credits,” while pull factors 
were “life circumstances that pull them in directions that stall completion - family crises, 
employment, pregnancy, and gang pressure” (p. iii-iv).  
Kay and Faith left because they became teen parents. Neither of the girls intended 
to get pregnant, but the responsibility of caring for an infant quickly thrust them into the 
realities of parenthood.  The daily responsibilities of caring for an infant as well as a lack 
of quality, affordable daycare were obstacles too great to overcome.  Pregnancy is not a 
unique problem among teens in this school district.  Faith stated in the focus interview, “I 
know some of my friends who have already dropped out because they have kids now and 
they don’t have anybody to watch their children so they can go back to school.” 
Drugs became a monumental issue for Rose and Kyle.  Rose abused prescription 
pills given to her, inhaled various substances such as Raid, and even attempted suicide.  
Kyle, on the other, was not a drug user, but a drug dealer.  Both participants were lured 
into a false sense of security.  Rose was able to escape the emotional problems that kept 
putting her in a mental health facility, and Kyle had large sums of money each week that 
blinded him from seeing a need for his high school diploma.  Even Trey acknowledged 
that he sometimes smoked pot.   
Frustration with repeated failures at passing all the state-mandated Georgia High 
School Graduation Tests impacted Charlie, Trey, Thomas, and Tara’s decisions to finally 
give up.  Fearing they would never pass all the tests, they left school with only one or two 
credits needed to graduate in addition to the one test.  Trey, Thomas, and Tara indicated 
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their failure to pass one remaining test was the sole reasons for dropping out.  They felt 
inadequately prepared in spite of participating in reviews meant to make students more 
successful in passing. 
 High school records indicate that except for Kay, who did not fail any courses, 
and Rose and Tara, who each failed four courses, the other participants failed many 
courses.  Charlie failed eleven, Trey failed eight, Thomas failed nine, Kyle failed eight, 
and Faith failed fifteen.  Not all failures were due to poor academic performance.  
Excessive absences prevented them from passing some of the courses.  With so many 
courses to have to retake, some of the students became “fifth year seniors.”  Repeated 
failure takes a toll on high school students.  When asked why they thought seniors 
dropped out of high school when they were so close to graduating, Rose spoke up and 
said, “Constant failure, tired of the cycle, I guess, just so used to failure.”  When asked to 
clarify her statements, she continued, “Just never doing well in school since they were 
little; they don’t know what it feels like to be successful.”  She was supported with a 
round of agreements from the other participants.  Trey add, “I thought I’d quit sooner 
than I did.” 
 While all the participants were eligible for free or reduced lunch based on family 
income, some of the participants experienced more dire economic situations than others.  
Charlie had little choice in finding a job to help his mother with the living expenses.  The 
best job he could find that maximized pay and hours severely impacted his ability to 
continue high school.  He was getting home late at night and had no time for homework.  
His employer expected him to be on the job as soon as school was out, and he was 
working weekends.  He just could not keep up the pace of his job and going to the 
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traditional high school full-time.  The cost of putting their babies in daycare prevented 
Kay and Faith from even contemplating this option.  They did not have the money to pay 
for it and their families did not have the ability to assist with the costs. 
 Social difficulties and feelings of embarrassment were acknowledged as reasons 
for dropping out as well as reasons for not returning to the traditional high school setting.  
Rose described in detail her discomfort with peers in high school and her ongoing anxiety 
problems that resulted in drug abuse and mandatory time in mental health facilities.  In 
her words, she said, “I had a lot of social anxiety and, um, I just felt uncomfortable 
around a whole bunch of people.”  Although she had some trouble getting her feelings 
across without fully ending one sentence before starting the next, Rose told the other 
participants in the focus interview about her feelings of discomfort in the traditional 
setting, “I just couldn’t deal with all the people around me because I was so….I didn’t 
even really talk because I was so socially awkward.  I was just like, oh my God, I can’t be 
around these people.  I was just anxious, and, I don’t know.”  She also stated that as a 19-
year-old, she was not comfortable returning to the traditional high school environment.  
Faith echoed the same sentiments.  She stated, “I’m almost 20 and I couldn’t sit in a 
regular high school with people who are 15, 16, or 17 years old.  I just can’t.”  
 Charlie felt embarrassed because of his repeated failures in trying to pass the 
social studies test.  He indicated he felt humiliated by his counselor and select teachers 
each time the results came back.  He stated: 
Well, I didn’t go to anything to get ready for the social studies test after failing it a 
few times.  I just felt stupid.  I was nearly 20.  Teachers made me feel stupid, too.  
The results would come back, and I had failed it again, and [the teachers would] 
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just say, ‘Why aren’t you trying harder?’  I mean, that’s what they said…my 
counselor pulled me to his office and asked me, ‘Are you even trying?’  I told 
him, yeah I’m trying.  And one of my teachers even said to me, ‘Well, you must 
not be trying too hard.  You failed it for the third time.’  That just made me feel 
even more stupid. 
 Motivations to return for diploma.  The participants shared inspiring goals and 
dreams they had for themselves upon their decision to return to high school.  It was the 
motivations that prompted the returns.  Without a reason, a cause, a dream, or a 
motivation, none of them would have allowed themselves to think they would ever have 
the chance to pursue endeavors that might lead to more fulfilling adult lives.  Without 
exception, each of them spoke of furthering their education by going to college.  Most of 
them knew their career goals.  Kay and Faith shared heartfelt longing to complete high 
school so their own children would never be embarrassed by having a mother who 
dropped out of high school.  Kay stated, “I can’t expect something of my son if I didn’t 
do it.”  Faith echoed the sentiment. 
I want to be an example for my daughter, to her.  I don’t want her to grow up and 
say ‘My momma didn’t finish school.’  There’s a lot of cruelty out there, you 
know, and I don’t want people to tease her and make fun of her because of what I 
did.  I don’t want that to be on her shoulders. 
 All of the participants except for Kyle indicated they were excited about actually 
walking across the stage in a cap and gown and having their diploma handed to them.  
Trey expressed how he cannot wait to see his diploma aligned on a wall beside his 
brothers’ diplomas so his mother will be proud of him.  For each of them, the actual 
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diploma held deep meaning for them.  For them, it represented the reward for their 
decision to return to high school in spite of the challenges that would make the journey 
difficult, especially when most of their peers had already graduated at least a year before 
they would. 
 Perceptions of races.  The participants in this study were evenly split with four 
African Americans and four Caucasians.  Of the four African American participants, 
three chose to return to the traditional high school environment; of the four Caucasian 
participants, all four chose to attend the non-traditional high school environment.  Two of 
the African American students returned to the traditional high school because their other 
siblings had already graduated from the same school, and they wanted to continue the 
tradition of remaining in that setting for their mothers.   
 Three of the four African American participants were very vocal regarding their 
frustrations with passing all the graduation tests.  In fact, it was their primary reason for 
dropping out of high school.  Although two of the Caucasian participants experienced 
difficulties passing them, they were much less vocal.  The three African American 
participants who were so vocal about their failures needed significantly more attempts to 
finally pass all of them as compared to their Caucasian counterparts in this study. 
 There were no issues of pregnancy among the African American participants, 
although they indicated in the focus group that they knew of many girls who were 
pregnant or had already had babies.  The two Caucasian females who had infants both 
expressed difficulties in coming to school because of a lack of daycare.  Both indicated 
they dropped out because of their pregnancies.  
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 There were no significant differences between African American participants and 
Caucasian participants in regards to high school absences.  Tara, an African American 
participant, had a total of 24 absences throughout high school; therefore, this number was 
not considered significant.  All the other participants of both races had very high numbers 
of absences. 
 One of the most significant findings among both African American and Caucasian 
participants is that without exception they all voiced either concerns with or appreciation 
for family relationships and teacher-student relationships.  The theme of relationships 
was important to all of them.  Also, they all expressed the same personal aspirations.  
They spoke longingly of earning their diploma, going to college one day, and having a 
fulfilling career. 
 In addition to considering the differences in perceptions between races, the 
differences in perceptions between genders is worthy of mention.  Two of the females 
dropped out because of pregnancy and ultimately having to care for their baby, while 
none of the males indicated they had parenting responsibilities.  None of the females 
were employed, yet all of the males were employed.  Of the four female participants, 
three of them opted to attend the non-traditional high school upon their return.  It was an 
even split among the males.  Only one female among all eight participants, Kay, voiced a 
desire to attend a traditional four-year university to pursue a degree in education.  All the 
other participants, both male and female, indicated a desire to attend technical college. 
 What is clear is that for whatever reason each participant dropped out of high 
school as a senior, he or she had compelling reasons to return for their diploma.  Their 
voices were strong and passionate in their desire to complete their educational journey 
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started so many years ago.  They each desired a meaningful future.  They had someone in 
their lives, as well, whom they could thank for supporting them as they made a final 
attempt to earn a diploma.  Without having a larger sample of participants, it is difficult 
to extract conclusions about the perceptions of either race in regards to dropping out of 
high school as a senior and returning for a diploma.  What is certain, at least among these 
eight participants, is that they shared a common goal after experiencing a common act of 
dropping out of high school in their senior year. 
 District graduation and dropout rates.  The graduation rates for both traditional 
high schools indicate were less than stellar for the first three years, with High School B 
continuing the dismal trend in the fourth year.  By the fifth year, which was the 2010-
2011 school year, both traditional high schools made significant gains in their graduation 
rates.  That was the same year that the non-traditional high school opened and provided a 
means for eligible dropouts in the district to return and work toward attaining their 
diploma.  Non-traditional High School C does not report graduation rates.  Its 
accountability is tied to the two traditional high schools.  Students completing 
requirements for graduation from High School C serve to help the graduation rates of the 
traditional high schools.  Figure 1 shows the graduation rates for both high schools as 
reported to the Georgia Department of Education for accountability purposes.   
High School A’s graduation rates were: 
• 70% for 2006-2007 
• 70.9% for 2007-2008 
• 75.9% for 2008-2009 
• 80.5% for 2009-2010 
  
• 87.4% for 2010-2011.  
High School B’s graduation rates
• 61% for 2006-2007
• 62.6% for 2007-2008
• 67.4% for 2008-2009
• 65.5% for 2009-2010
• 80.6% for 2010-2011
 Figure 1. Comparison of dropout rates of High Schools A and B
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website only has dropout data through the 2009
Georgia has remained fairly consistent in dropout rates for the three reporting years.  
High School A remained higher than the state average the first two years, but by the 
2009-2010 school year, it was be
drop from the 2007-2007 school year to the 2009
rate has consistently remained higher than the state average.  The dropout rate was quite 
high for the 2007-2008 and 2008
2009-2010 school year. 
  Figure 2.  Comparison of dropout rates of High Schools A and B
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studies so this huge gap can begin to close.  The reasons the participants gave for 
dropping out of high school as seniors aligned well with current data depicting causes of 
dropouts.  The uniqueness of this study is that the participants went into detail in sharing 
their struggles and frustrations.  Few studies give a voice directly from the dropouts.  
 The effectiveness of non-traditional high school programs is still being debated in 
certain circles.  They can sometimes bring excessive financial burdens to districts in 
desperate need of such programs.  Many non-traditional programs across the nation have 
realized excellent results in graduating students.  Some of these programs are built into 
the regular school day, and some exist as stand-alone program operating under unique 
schedules.  The literature presented in Chapter Two highlights alternative educational 
settings for struggling students or former dropouts.  The non-traditional high school in 
this study utilizes some of the characteristics of existing and successful programs but still 
requires some additions and changes to its current method of operation to more fully meet 
the needs of all returning dropouts. 
Implications in Light of Theoretical Frameworks   
Three major theoretical frameworks were discussed in Chapter Two.  Albert 
Bandura’s social-cognitive theory asserts that self-efficacy and academic achievement are 
strongly correlated.  Poor self-efficacy leads to feelings of inadequacy and poor 
motivation.  Students like Charlie, Thomas, Trey, Thomas and Faith each failed many 
classes in high school, and each of them had excessive absences in high school. They 
acknowledged their struggles in mastering the coursework and their frustrations in failing 
the graduation tests so many times.  Charlie, Thomas, Trey, and Tara finally gave up and 
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left during their senior year.  They did not believe they could prolong their failures and 
subsequently removed themselves from the school environment altogether. 
 Weiner’s attribution theory was important in considering the impetus for some of 
the participants’ decision to drop out of school.  Weiner (2010)  believes that when a 
student attributes his failures to lack of ability, which is “an internal, stable, 
uncontrollable cause,” then the  ensuing low self-esteem gives way to “low expectancy of 
future success, hopelessness, and helplessness (2010, p. 33).  Many of these participants 
felt they just did not have what it took to become a graduate because of poor academic 
performance and frequent failures. 
 The social contagion theory suggests that social problems are contagious and are 
spread via peer influence.  Zvoch (2006) stated that the “social context of schools can 
serve to encourage or discourage school completion by facilitating student exposure to 
positive or negative peer group influences” (p. 98).  Tara alluded to this when she stated 
in the focus group interview, “Well, your friends can get you into trouble, too, like mess 
you up.  They’d be like trying to be all popular, or whatever, so the things they did kind 
of messed you up too, because you don’t know how to act around them anymore.”  
Kyle’s descent into drug dealing in high school is an example of becoming entangled in a 
peer group that engaged in risky, if not dangerous, behaviors.  For him, it consumed his 
life for nearly three years of high school. 
Recommendations 
 This study examined the phenomenon of former senior high school dropouts who 
returned to high school and achieved their goal of graduating by attending either their 
former traditional high school or a non-traditional high school.  By allowing them to 
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orally share their stories and speak without judgment, they gave me a rich volume of 
personal experiences through which they lived and only they could verbalize.  From their 
stories, coupled with their high school academic and behavioral history, 
recommendations were gleaned that could prove useful for the educational leaders in this 
school district.  The recommendations came as no surprise, with the participants 
identifying them as weaknesses or non-existent in their schools.   
The challenge for this school district, or any other school district, is how to 
develop innovative ways to implement the recommendations without causing undue 
hardships on the faculty or without cutting other valuable programs in order fund these 
suggestions.  However, these eight voices lend credence to all high school dropouts as 
these recommendations are not new to educators.  Unfortunately, the recommendations 
have not been implemented to fidelity to ensure all students have a fair chance to 
graduate, or they have not been implemented at all. 
Few public school districts escape the plague of students dropping out of high 
school.  Making the situation worse is the belief that once students achieve senior status, 
they are too close to graduation to quit.  This is simply untrue.  Graduating all students is 
about more, much more, than simply meeting Adequate Yearly Progress driven by No 
Child Left Behind.  It is about the quality of life for each student and the impact that 
having a high school diploma makes on the local community, which in turn collectively 
impacts the quality of our nation as a whole.  The importance of earning a diploma is 
more urgent than ever before for the students in our educational system.  Melville, in 
writing for the Pew Partnership for Civic Change, asserts that: 
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The public schools are intended as a ladder of opportunity, a way of gaining the 
knowledge needed to make one’s way in a society that doesn’t have much to offer 
those who are uneducated and unskilled. Unlike the situation that existed until 
several decades ago, when uneducated but energetic young adults could work 
their way up to decent jobs and satisfying lives, almost all businesses today need 
workers with skills that presume at least a high school diploma. Individuals 
without a high school diploma aren’t regarded as prime recruits for the US 
military, and they typically don’t qualify even for low-wage positions in fast-food 
restaurants (2006, p. 4-5). 
The dropout problem in this district mirrors the problems of so many other 
districts across America.  Melville states that “the question is whether communities 
across the United States are prepared to regard school dropouts as an urgent public 
problem, and whether we are willing to invest the resources necessary” (2006, p. 9).  For 
dropouts to reconsider going back to school or for schools to prevent students on the 
verge of dropping out from doing so, these recommendations reflect heartfelt pleas from 
eight former dropouts who hope others do not follow in their footsteps in dropping out. 
 Non-traditional high school.  Of the eight returning senior dropouts who were 
participants in this research, five of them selected the district’s non-traditional high 
school to attend.  The events that had occurred in their lives made it difficult, if not 
impossible, to return to the daily structure of the traditional high school environment.  
Not only can the non-traditional high school provide a viable means for eligible dropouts 
earn a regular diploma, it could serve as a setting for the most at-risk students in the 
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traditional high school who are on the fringes of completing dropping out.  The following 
are specific recommendations to strengthen this program. 
• Continue funding the program.  It generates enough money from full-time 
equivalency (FTE) funding that virtually everything requires little to no 
additional funds. 
• Consider moving the program to a more central location where it is more 
accessible to students who attend it.  Currently, it is in a facility many miles 
out from the main part of the town.  Finding transportation and the cost of 
gasoline is crippling many of the students who yearn to attend more often.  
There are many facilities closer to town that could be utilized in the evenings, 
such as an elementary or middle school. 
• Research grants that, if obtained, might be used to provide buses for 
transportation. 
• Provide an evening meal for the students even if it is just a sandwich and fruit.  
• Continue with the Monday through Thursday schedule.  Allow students to 
come in by appointment on Fridays to receive career counseling, receive 
assistance with college applications, and map out a timeline for completion. 
• Partner with community businesses and organizations for work-based 
experiences for students. 
• Do feature stories in the newspaper highlighting the former dropouts who 
“made it” and are graduating. 
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• Collaborate with high school principals to determine how the non-traditional 
high school could serve the most at-risk students in their schools so they do 
not become dropouts.   
• Provide equal opportunities for students at the non-traditional high school for 
picture day or senior pictures (for yearbook purposes) as they are currently left 
out. 
• Allow eligible students the option of participating in traditional High School 
A’s and High School B’s after school extracurricular activities if they desire. 
• Invite juniors and seniors from the non-traditional high school to attend any 
field trips to college campuses.  An alternative would be to allow students at 
the traditional high school to have their own field trips to colleges. 
• Track students who graduate from the non-traditional high school for at least 
five years to determine if positive changes are reflected in their lives. 
• Allow seniors from the non-traditional high school to apply for the same local 
scholarships as seniors from the traditional high schools.   
Without the non-traditional high school, too many students will drop out of high 
school and never come back for lack of an alternative from the traditional setting.  Once 
they become 18 or 19 years old, embarrassment may well keep them out.  None of them 
desire to be in classes with students several years younger than themselves. 
The flexible hours of attendance and absence of tardy policies make it appealing 
to those students who cannot attend every day or who cannot be at school at a certain 
time.  Many students come in after 6 p.m. when they get off work as do some students 
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who must wait for another family member to get home from work so they have a 
babysitter. 
 The self-pace of the E2020 computer-based curriculum allows students to move 
through coursework at their own pace.  This is highly advantageous for students who do 
not work well under stringent timelines for completing a course or for students who can 
advance through the work quickly. 
 Many dropouts will come to acknowledge their mistake in dropping out of high 
school before they age out of the public school system.  Having the means to return and 
having a choice of a traditional or non-traditional environment from which to choose 
increases the chances that more students will re-enroll in high school to try to earn their 
diploma. 
 Site-based childcare.  Teen mothers, and even teen fathers, struggle with high 
school completion because of their new responsibilities.  Most are unprepared for the cost 
of caring for an infant or toddler, and even fewer have family members or friends who 
can assist with free daily childcare that would allow the parent to continue going to 
school on a daily basis.  Marshall (2011) succinctly states that the reason so many young 
teen mothers dropout of out of high school is because “the task of balancing their 
education and a baby proved impossible” (para. 2). 
 Both Kay and Faith indicated a school-based daycare might have enabled them to 
return to high school.  Kay’s suggestion to the school district was to consider 
implementing a childcare program at one of the schools.  She stated: 
Well, I know there’s something that plenty of parents don’t want to hear and 
many wouldn’t agree with it, but having like, even just a class that’s just for 
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daycare type of thing for kids.  I mean, plenty of parents would disagree with that, 
I’m sure, and they’d have their reasons, but you can try to avoid it all you want, 
but it’s there.  A good reason why people drop out, plenty of people, myself 
included, is having a baby.  If they could just help even six or seven people obtain 
their diploma…I mean, they should think about their kids, too. 
 Faith, who had no one to care for her baby so she could return to high school, 
made a similar suggestion in her second interview. 
Um, like putting in daycares.  You know, maybe not at both high schools, but at 
least at one of the high schools and make it optional what high school you go to.  
That would help a lot.  I’m not just targeting pregnant students, but the majority 
of girls who drop out these days are pregnant and they don’t have any other 
options but to drop out.  I think putting in daycares and classes that will help 
people that are in the same situation as me, because I dropped out when I was 
pregnant and I felt alone, and I felt like my school wasn’t giving me any more 
options other than to drop out. 
 In the focus group interview, Faith brought up the suggestion of a childcare at one 
of the high schools again. 
A daycare at one of the high schools would help a lot because regular daycare is 
too expensive and it’s ridiculous the cost.  So I have to stay home and take care of 
her myself rather than try to pay those prices.  I know some of my friends who 
have already dropped out because they have kids now and they don’t have 
anybody to watch their children so they can go back to school.  It would help a lot 
if there was a daycare to help them.  Even if they had it at just one high school. 
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Examining successful models of other high schools that have childcare programs 
is a worthy suggestion for the school district.  This program could be woven into a career 
pathway for students in the field of early childhood education or preschool education, 
thus vocational funds would help offset the costs of it. 
 Teacher-student relationships.  Most of the participants shared their frustrations 
regarding what they perceived as uncaring faculty unable to give them the time and 
personalized attention they needed to be successful.  As seniors, they had only a short 
road to travel to complete their requirements for high school.  However, lack of access to 
teachers and counselors, lack of student engagement in classrooms, lack of support for 
the challenges and obstacles they were dealing with in their personal lives, and lack of 
feeling liked they “belonged” had a deeply negative impact on some of the participants. 
Rimm-Kaufman points out that teacher-student relationship have a deep and lasting 
impact on the academic and emotional well-being of students.  She stated:   
Those students who have close, positive and supportive relationships with their 
teachers will attain higher levels of achievement than those students with more 
conflictual relationships. If a student feels a personal connection to a teacher, 
experiences frequent communication with a teacher, and receives more guidance 
and praise than criticism from the teacher, then the student is likely to become 
more trustful of that teacher, show more engagement in the academic content 
presented, display better classroom behavior, and achieve at higher levels 
academically (2012, Introduction section, para. 1). 
Among the concerns voiced by the participants about trusting relationships at school, 
they cited: 
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• Lack of understanding by faculty and staff regarding their struggles 
• Lack of time for counselors to meet individually with students to work 
through personal and academic difficulties 
• Ridicule for poor performance by school faculty 
• Feeling unnoticed by faculty 
• Lack of access to counselors 
• Lack of contact immediately after dropping out 
• Lack of additional help in classrooms 
Charlie indicated his frustration with attempting to see his counselor for help but 
always getting turned away.  He stated, “Every time I tried to get in with my counselor, 
she was too busy.  She couldn’t explain things very well to me because she had other 
students to work with.” 
In the focus group, Rose summed up the feelings of many of the students who had 
dropped out and never heard anything from the school afterwards.  When asked what 
schools could do to reach out to seniors who stop coming, she stated: 
Personal phone calls.  Even if you can’t get that person, call their friends to try 
and locate them.  Let them know how many credits they have left and how close 
they are to graduating.  Help them figure out a plan.  But the schools don’t call.  
They see how close some students are to graduating but they also see how many 
days they’ve missed and they’re like, “Oh well, they’re done, I guess.”  They just 
don’t call them and tell them to come in and let’s try this or try that. 
To combat this dilemma and create a feeling of trust and caring with all students, 
especially those most in need of positive and nurturing relationships, high schools can 
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initiate a more focused plan to create a more supportive environment. The following 
recommendations might be considered in developing a plan to ensure students feel 
important, worthy of individual time, and valued. 
• Identify struggling learners in the classroom and ensure they receive 
additional encouragement and help in mastering course content. 
• Find time to talk to students to build trust (in between classes, before and after 
school, lunch, special events, designated appointments). 
• Exhaust all means of following up on students who stop coming to school.  
Develop a plan to help them finish based on the specific needs of the student. 
• Conduct self-analysis of instructional techniques to ensure differentiated 
instruction is effective.  
• Provide support to teachers who are not engaging all students in the 
classrooms. 
• Create times so counselors can meet more often with students known to be at-
risk for dropping out and especially those students who specifically seek out 
time with a counselor but do not receive it. 
• Develop counseling groups that focus on small groups of students sharing 
similar problems to brainstorm ways to keep them in school and provide 
necessary supports, such as for pregnant teens, students who are working to 
help support families, and students who repeatedly take and fail graduation 
tests. 
• Develop a “Teachers as Mentors” initiative to ensure every student has a 
designated mentor in the school. 
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• Have teacher mentors send personalized encouragement notes or letters to 
students for even small accomplishments.  Acknowledge student efforts. 
• Ensure all faculty and staff are respectful to students. 
• Develop a survey to assess student feelings regarding teacher-student 
relationships.  Create a plan of action based on the results. 
 Effective and engaging classes.  Much has been written about the benefits of 
engaging, relevant, interactive classrooms for students.  Teachers who utilize 
differentiated instruction with fidelity can enable struggling learners to be as success as 
their higher achieve counterparts.  Beach (2010) states that “the use of differentiated 
instruction, combined with multiple methodologies in teaching and learning, motivates 
students of varying student learning styles and reflects a democracy that works in the 
classroom” (p. 1).  She further states that “in a heterogeneous classroom, students living 
in poverty, lacking a parent at home, abused, unable to make decisions for themselves or 
struggling to be noticed, need a teacher willing to help them perform and identify their 
individual learning strengths” (2010, p. 1). 
 Several participants struggled with success on the school’s computer-based 
curriculum program, while others praised it.  Clearly, there was not always a strong 
match of learning styles.  Trey had a learning disability that severely interfered with his 
ability to read text.  By his own admission, this led to frequent disruptions he caused in 
the classroom.  In the focus group interview he said, “I needed them to read the stuff to 
me in the regular classes.  If I can’t read it, then I’m talking.  If I wasn’t getting the work 
done, then I was doing this and that and causing trouble.”  
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Tara reported classes as being boring, as did Thomas.  Faith indicated she had 
difficulty sitting for hours at a time all day in front of a computer doing coursework.  She 
had no direction instruction the entire last year she was in high school.  Kyle and Kay felt 
differently.  They had both direct instructional experiences as well as computer-based 
classes.  Both indicated that by their senior year, they were ready to move at an 
accelerated speed and the self-paced computer classes allowed them to do just that.   
 Specific recommendations to address making courses more engaging, relevant, 
interactive, and differentiated for all students include: 
• Provide professional development classes for teachers that promote an 
engaging classroom. 
• Provide initial and refresher training for teachings in the use of differentiated 
instruction. 
• Provide opportunities for the best teachers utilizing differentiated instruction 
to mentor new teachers or struggling teachers in the use of a highly effective 
instructional classroom. 
• Reevaluate effectiveness of current co-teaching classes and consider 
additional ones, if needed, to ensure students with disabilities have access to 
equal educational opportunities. 
• Ensure teachers are utilizing effective classroom management techniques so 
the focus remains on instruction. 
• Conduct a student survey to determine which classes are engaging and which 
ones are not. 
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• Develop learner-centered classroom for higher levels of engagement for all 
students. 
• Conduct more impromptu, short classroom observations by administrators and 
instructional coaches to observe teaching practices. 
• Integrate “more effective instructional environments” in the school’s 
improvement plan. 
 Graduation tests preparation.  Half of the participants indicated they would 
have liked to have better preparations for the required graduation tests.  Passing all five 
tests is a requirement in addition to completing all required courses in order to earn a 
regular Georgia high school diploma.  Charlie had to take the social studies test four 
times before passing it.  In all, he had to take the five tests a total of 14 times to pass them 
all.  Trey had to take the English/Language Arts test six times before passing it.  He took 
the five tests a total of 23 times before passing them all.  Thomas took all the tests a total 
of 21 times before passing the five mandatory tests, and Tara took them a total of 29 
times.   
 The participants voiced their frustrations at what they felt was a lack of adequate 
preparation for the tests.  Most of the participants indicated preparations were computer-
based review, while a couple of them said they received review packets to read.  Faith 
shared her frustrations with the other participants. 
They just kept giving up all these packets to read and it was like cram, cram, cram 
and it didn’t help me to read that stuff by myself.  I’d like the people who do 
those tests to look at how many times people actually do take that test and keep 
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trying and make exceptions for them trying so many times.  I mean, it’s ridiculous 
how many times some people take it and never pass.  
For students experiencing the academic struggles of their magnitude, these two 
approaches probably had little impact on preparing them. 
 The following are specific recommendations that address the apparent weaknesses 
in preparing all students for the graduation tests. 
• Develop review classes that involve direct teacher instruction utilizing games, 
PowerPoint presentations, flash cards, Internet scavenger hunts, and practice 
test items. 
• Do practice tests that utilize questions from previous years. 
• Do a “question of the day” in all major content classes beginning in ninth 
grade at the beginning of each class period that takes no more than two 
minutes to complete. 
• Begin reviews at least one month before the tests, and focus on one test each 
day of the week. 
• Conduct the reviews after school or in the evenings, or rearrange the daily 
schedule to create a 30-minute slot during each school day for reviews. 
• Have a “Test Blitz” one day before tests begin to review all major topics. 
• Have a pep rally for students taking the tests the Friday before they begin to 
get them excited about doing well.   
Limitations 
 Although the participants shared personal stories rich in experiences, it was 
limited to only eight former senior dropouts.  Very few students return to school after 
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dropping out in this area, regardless of age, gender, race, or grade.  Further complicating 
the matter was that this study was limited to senior dropouts only.  For this particular 
study, the pool of eligible participants was very small since most students drop out of 
high school prior to their senior year.  Another limitation is the geographical area in 
which the study took place.  The voices of these participants were representative of just 
one mid-sized town in South Georgia.  Finally, the participants in this study were either 
African American or Caucasian.    
Implications for Further Research 
 This study investigated what high school environment former senior year 
dropouts choose, when given an option, upon their reentry to high school.  The eight 
participants shared their unique stories that explained why they dropped out as seniors, 
what motivated them to return for their diploma, and why a diploma mattered to them.  
This study was not quantitative in nature as it was the detailed understanding of how the 
participants experienced the phenomenon that was important.  By allowing the 
participants to articulate their stories in their own words, without any changes or 
corrections in the transcription process, common themes emerged.  These themes enabled 
this researcher to draw conclusions that this school district, as well as other districts, 
might consider to provide eligible high school dropouts with a wider array of options for 
earning their high school diploma. 
 Because this particular research was limited to African American and Caucasian 
students in a mid-size town in South Georgia, different results might emerge utilizing 
similar qualitative methods in large urban schools, as well as with the inclusions of other 
races.  Another recommendation would be to expand the size of the participants in the 
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study to expand on the lived experiences of former senior year dropouts.  Conducting the 
study in school districts where there are no options other than the traditional high school 
environments might yield differing results as would conducting the study in urban areas 
where an array of options for earning a high school diploma are offered. 
 A longitudinal study to follow returning dropouts, especially senior year dropouts, 
for five to ten years to determine if they achieved any of their career goals might prove 
beneficial.  In order to convince school districts that both traditional and non-traditional 
high school environments are needed to meet the needs of all students, they will most 
likely need compelling data supporting the idea that a high school diploma for former 
dropouts leads to post-secondary education and employability. 
 The district should consider conducting a quantitative study to determine if the 
non-traditional high school has an impact on graduation rates and dropout rates.  Other 
factors might be contributing to the significant increase in graduation rates since the 
implementation of the non-traditional high school; however, without more reliable 
evidence, it would be presumptuous to make a blanket assumption that it was the sole 
reason for the increases. 
 Finally, quantitative studies using statistical analysis could utilize student surveys, 
dropout return data, satisfaction scales of students and teachers from both traditional and 
non-traditional high schools, and comparison of graduation rates and dropout rates to 
yield numerical conclusions unavailable in a qualitative study.  These quantitative studies 
might investigate specific data from several different geographic locations, from districts 
representative of different cultural and racial communities, and from districts of varying 
sizes. 
  
181 
 
Conclusion 
 The participants in this study were former senior year dropouts who made the 
important decision to return to high school for their diploma before they became 
ineligible to do so.  In doing so, they were faced with choosing to return to either their 
former traditional high school or the new non-traditional high school.  Three participants 
who had been out of school the shortest length of time and had no prevailing 
responsibilities such as a job or a child opted to return to their former traditional high 
school.  The remaining five participants selected the non-traditional high school because 
of the flexibility it offered in attendance, seat time, and course pacing. 
 In sharing their stories, they told of the compelling reasons that caused them to 
make the critical decision to drop out of school in their senior year.  Then they spoke of 
their dreams and goals that they wanted to achieve in life that could only be 
accomplished by first obtaining a high school diploma. 
 The participants offered reasonable and worthy recommendations for this school 
district to consider in preventing senior year dropouts and strengthening supports and 
interventions in all high schools.  They spoke of their desire to ensure fewer people drop 
out of school. 
 The non-traditional high school has already enabled former dropouts to return and 
to earn their high school diploma.  It has proven its worth and has demonstrated that it 
could be a primary factor in a substantial increase in the district’s graduation rate that 
coincided with the opening of the non-traditional high school.  High school dropouts who 
have a viable means of returning to high school for their diploma can lead a more 
fulfilling life and can contribute to the economic well-being of the community.   
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Epilogue 
I am so grateful for the time each participant spent with me sharing their very 
unique stories.  They shared their frustrations, struggles, failures, and mistakes.  Most 
importantly, their shared their dreams and hopes for their futures.  I pray that each one 
will be blessed with a satisfying life and that from their experiences others will be 
enriched. 
Charlie participated in the graduation ceremony and has since been given a full-
time job at the automotive dealership where he works. 
Rose participated in the graduation ceremony.  Her grandmother, who was 
instrumental in her return to high school, stopped by my office two weeks after 
graduation and indicated that Rose is talking to a Navy recruiter to pursue her goal of 
entering the military. 
 Trey participated in the graduation ceremony and is now enrolled in the local 
technical college pursuing welding where classes have already begun for him. 
 Kay participated in the graduation ceremony and has signed up to take the SAT.  
She has applied at the local four-year college where she plans to start in the fall to pursue 
her degree in education. 
 Thomas participated in the graduation ceremony and has applied to the mortuary 
school he wants to attend in Atlanta. 
 Kyle did not participate in the graduation ceremony as it conflicted with his 
present enrollment at a Northeast Georgia technical college where he is taking business 
classes.  
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 Tara participated in the graduation ceremony.  Her plans for college are all on 
hold as she is now doing dialysis three times weekly for her kidney failure that occurred 
just three weeks before the focus group interview.  She is on the waiting list for a 
compatible kidney. 
 Faith participated in the graduation ceremony.  Her parents did not attend, but her 
boyfriend and his parents, along with her infant daughter, were present.  She just started a 
part-time job as a convenience store.  It is the first job she has ever held. 
 Of all the hopes, dreams, and aspirations they yearned for, the one they all 
accomplished is earning their high school diploma.  It is theirs and can never be taken 
from them. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEWS 
Individual Student Interviews #1 
Interview with Charlie, non-traditional high school, 19-year old Caucasian male 
(Very shy; admitted he doesn’t talk much; apologized in advance for not being able to 
talk well with people; said he’s always been that way.) 
What are the reasons you dropped out of high school as a senior? 
Well, I started losing interest in school, and started coming up with excuses to not come 
to school, like starting acting like I was sick.  I wasn’t getting a lot of help that I really 
needed, and going to my counselors, it seemed like they really didn’t want to help me.  
So, I just kinda lost interest in school. 
When do you think your attendance really started dropping off? 
After I, um, actually after I failed the tenth grade.  That’s when I really started losing 
interest. 
It continued to drop even when you started your senior year and you knew you were close 
to graduating? 
Yeah. 
What are the reasons you returned to high school to earn your diploma? (Slow to 
respond; reworded question). What motivated you to return? 
Well, for one, my mom motivated me to return, and just, I didn’t want to go all those 
years for no reason; just going to school and quitting and not having anything to show for 
it. 
How important is your high school diploma to you? 
Well, it will help me better with my job applications, and help me get a better career.  I 
also want to go on to college. 
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What do you want to pursue in college? 
Um, hopefully, a mechanic or welding. 
Tell me more about why your high school diploma is important to you? 
Well, it’s really important, especially since I’ve been in school for so long.  I really want 
to get my high school diploma, so it’s really important to me, especially since I’ll be the 
only one in my family to have one. 
Do you have siblings and if so, how old are they? 
Yes, I have siblings.  One is 33 and one is 34.  One works with me at the car dealership.  
He’s a tech, and the other is a maintenance worker in the schools.   
So you’re the youngest? 
Yes. 
How old are you? 
19 
What jobs do your brothers have? 
One is a car tech; the other is in maintenance. 
Do you think they ever have regrets about not getting a diploma? 
Oh yeah, they do; yeah, they do. 
Have they ever said anything to you about you getting your diploma? 
Oh yeah, they try to motivate me and tell me not to give up on it. 
What influenced your decision to attend the high school you are now attending?  Why did 
you enroll at the non-traditional high school instead of the traditional high school you 
had been attending? 
  
206 
 
My principal from my previous school told me that I would be able to work better with 
my work schedule at the night school than at the other school, ‘cause I’d have to go every 
day, every morning.   
So how did this information play into your decision to attend the non-traditional high 
school? 
Well, I work 12 hours sometimes a day; well, I work seven days a week.  I get, 
sometimes, Sundays off.  So it really gets my way of school, and I’ve been working ever 
since I was in 8th grade. 
Does the job you have now require that you work during school hours, as in regular high 
school hours? 
Well, at the time I was in regular school, my job expected me there right after school and 
work until 11:30 or 12:00 at night.  Then I had to be up early the next morning, so it 
pretty much, well, my school work and my homework got in the way of it. 
What role does having job play in your life right now? 
I have bills to pay, too.  I have to help my mom with her bills, and I have bills of my own 
to pay.  There’s four of us in my family - my two brothers, my mom and me.  But just me 
and mom live together.  I have to help her. 
Can you tell me anything else about your experience as a senior when you were at the 
traditional high school? 
No, not really, I just had to stop going, that’s all. 
Thank you for sharing your thoughts with me. 
Interview with Rose, non-traditional high school, 19-year old African American 
female 
What are the reasons you dropped out of high school as a senior? 
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Um, well, as soon as I got into high school, um, I had a lot of social anxiety and, um, I 
just felt uncomfortable around a whole bunch of people.  I felt like I didn’t fit in, and it’s 
not that I had too much of a hard time like understanding the work, ‘cause I can do the 
work, it just became more difficult for me to be in a group of people and have to focus on 
work and not them as well.  Well, a lot of things started happening at my house, like um, 
between 10th and 11th year, or was it 9th and 10th, I was 15 and I got, um, I got locked 
up in, um, RYDC juvenile (Regional Youth Detention Center), and um I, um, it was in 
10th grade and I was going to (High School B), and um, whenever I got out after 2½ 
months they switched me over to (High School A).  So it was an even bigger school.  
And I was also on probation.  My probation officer was really adamant on me getting my 
high school diploma.  Originally I wasn’t supposed to get off probation until like 2012, 
2011 or so.  But she made a deal with me that if I got my high school diploma I could get 
off.  But that become even more of a stress for me.  I couldn’t, I couldn’t focus on work, 
like I was trying, like I don’t even know, I got so stressed out.  They were trying to put 
me on, I was on a lot of medications at the time ‘cause I had been – is this too much to 
tell? 
No, I’m glad you can tell me about this.  
Ok, um, I also went to a few places to try and, um, I don’t know. 
Did this all take place in your 10th grade year, or was some of this going on in your 
senior year? 
This is, um, I think it started in 9th grade, because I went to a rehab facility in 9th grade, 
and I went again in the 10th grade, and I think I went again in the 11th grade. 
Was it mandatory rehab or was it by choice? 
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It was mandatory. 
It was court-ordered? 
Um, the second time or, God, I know this sounds horrible, I know, but I had a troubled 
teenage years.  I, uh, I went to rehab once when I was 14, I think, and then when I got out 
of RYDC I had to go back to rehab because something bad happened.  Not too too much 
longer after that, it was almost my 17th birthday, I remember that, and I went there 
(rehab), and then I finally had probation.  They had me on so many medications that I 
was literally, it was messing me, like I was a lot bigger than this.  My medications made 
me all kinds of dysfunctional even more, and I had a hard time with my weight.  You 
know, it’s hard being a teenager, overweight in a high school setting because you feel 
socially obligated to want to look alright and to have good friends and stuff.  But 
anyways, I talked to my probation officer and I told her I would get my GED (General 
Equivalency Diploma) and I would do it in like two months.  If it were not for my 
mandatory - because I was 17 years old when I dropped out.  If it were not for me being 
17, if I’d been 18 I would not have had to do 40 hours of mandatory work to get my GED 
I would have been had it within then.  So I did the 40 hours, and most the time I swear to 
God I was reading a book.  I read Percy Jackson, all those books, and um, I took the test, 
passed it, and got my GED.  
The GED was easy for you to get? 
Yeah, of course, I mean I passed my Georgia High School Graduation Tests the first time 
I took ‘em in 11th grade.  They told me I did really good, which was surprising.  But 
basically I dropped out because of the social, all the things going on in my life, and just, 
probation, and social anxiety, and me trying to blah blah blah blah. 
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Were you in rehab for the same drug-related issues, or the same drugs? 
Well, mainly it wasn’t even for drugs, like the, uh, like one time, like I can’t remember 
all of them; I been there quite a few times.  Some of ‘em was because I was having 
problems, like suicidal kind of actions or whatever.  But one time after I got locked up, 
and when I got out I had a really hard time because that – I know 2½ months there was 
people that served like 2 years, 15 years, and they’re alright.  I was on medicines 
whenever I went in there.  But when I got locked up there was no psychiatrist and they 
didn’t care whether I took my medicines or not.  So I stopped taking them.  I had to 
adjust to this stressful new locked-up setting with like so many other girls and I didn’t 
have no privacy.  I had to take showers with like 10 other people, and it just made me, I 
just got out very depressed, and probably a lot worse off than when I went in.  I actually, 
like, they prescribed me this sleeping medicine, I don’t know if you’ve ever heard of it, 
it’s called Ambien.  Well, I don’t know what Ambien does to you, but I take one and I 
feel loopy and I’d feel good.  And then I’d start, and then at first I had the bottle to myself 
and my parents didn’t know anything.  So then I realized I was feeling good off of them, 
I’d take like three.  And then my parents starting noticing how many pills were going 
missing and they started taking them away from me.  But on two different occasions, well 
like the first time, I took like ten of them, and like I was also developing another problem.  
I had developed another very unhealthy drug addiction.  I was huffing aerosol.  But it was 
only when I was taking the Ambien.  Like I had learned it before I got locked up, but then 
it like it, came back after I started on Ambien.  I would pass out, and then I took 10 of 
them and tried to huff a bottle of Raid, and I don’t even remember most of the night.  But 
I remember being in the hospital, then 419’d me, or whatever they call it, to rehab the 
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next day.  And the second time I went in my high school years, I took like 20 Ambien 
and tried to kill myself.  It was crazy. 
I’m glad you’re sitting here with me!  It does sound like you had some stressful years in 
high school. 
(Laughs with relief).  Yeah, they’re just now starting to weave, get the negativity out.  
I’m currently not on any medications at this time.  Right now I’m not in therapy, but 
maybe I will again soon, right now I’m just hoping for the best.  I’m just, you know, 
trying to open up this education, you know, maybe find a job, you know, get more friends 
that have good advice, you know, that try to help me out. 
What are the reasons you returned to high school to get your diploma?  You have your 
GED.  Why the high school diploma? 
Well, I realized that out of all the struggles at high school before, that my teachers that 
were at (High School A) did their darndest to get me to graduate.  I mean, I cried, full 
fledged cried, the day I dropped out.  Mr. H. at High School A, he uh, my English 
teacher, and I forgot her name right now, I don’t know, I always remember her name so 
it’s probably because I’m being recorded, I feel weird (laughs).  They pushed, like they 
cut my hours until I was only going to school from like 8 o’clock in the morning to like 
12:30 and I had my own bus.  That’s how serious they were about getting me graduated.  
But I was – I quit.  I let them down.  I let down and I  felt like – this has been eating away 
at me for a long time, and even though a GED is alright and whatever, you know, I did 
something – it was easy, getting my GED.  It would’ve been, I should’ve stuck it out in 
the first place and got my high school diploma, but it, like out of all of the crap that I’ve 
been through in high school and everything before that, I want to at least walk across the 
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stage.  I have to at least walk across the stage and let those teachers know that they, that 
they left a lasting impression on my life.   
That’s wonderful that you’ve made this decision.  
I want to get a high school diploma because it will take me further than a GED will. 
How important is your high school diploma to you? 
Um, honestly, it just like the next moving point in my life right now, like this is my next 
step for whatever else there is to come.  Whether I decide to go to the Navy or anything, 
or if I want to go get a job, they’re going to look and see that I have a GED and a high 
school diploma, and they’re going to be like, that’s a little weird.  But it’s really 
important to me because this is what I’m working on now in my life.  This is what I have 
to do in order to, well, I’m taking baby steps toward a better future and this is one of the 
steps, one of the very important steps that I have to take. 
What influenced your decision to attend the high school you are now attending (non-
traditional evening high school)? 
Um, really, I didn’t know if there was any possibility of me going back to High School A, 
being as that I’ve already dropped out.  I’m 19 years old.  I already got my GED.  It 
probably would’ve been a lot more difficult to go back to actual regular high school, and 
I figured that it would be better for me, and my personal life, being as I’ve been out of 
school for a little while, to do it in a setting, I don’t really know anybody.  I got good 
teachers that are going to back me up.  I won’t have too many, like, people that are trying 
to talk to me and distract me from work.  I don’t have to wake up early and be groggy 
and be in a bad mood and come to school, and if I’m sick I don’t even have to come to 
school.  I can go in once, sign in, and if I’m sick I can go home and work from home, you 
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know.  It’s just a lot more convenient.  The times are convenient, the hours, everything.  
It’s a lot better and I can work at my own pace, and if I feel like, you know, I need help 
than I have somebody there to help me.  So if I’m sick, I can just go to school the next 
day. 
Thank you for sharing your story with me, and I look forward to our second interview!  I 
wish you the best as you work toward finishing your requirements for your high school 
diploma. 
Thanks!  I know I’ll do it! 
Interview with Trey, traditional High School A, 19-year old African American male 
What are the reasons you dropped out of high school as a senior? 
I had some problems back in the day that I couldn’t take care of, and I was always in 
trouble, and that’s one of the reasons why I couldn’t graduate.  And I wasn’t in school a 
lot of days, and I was acting up, and getting in trouble, and the teachers said, “Trey, Trey, 
you need to stop acting up.” I kept ignoring them, and then they had to kick me out of 
class.  They had to move me from students that I was acting up with.  I told I would start 
acting good, but didn’t.  Then I started to have to get escorted around the campus all 
through the day, having to eat lunch with my teacher, and stuff like that.  And then I was 
like, Ok, this is the last chance for me.  But I didn’t graduate.  I didn’t pass the reading 
test and I didn’t keep trying. 
You’ve alluded to some issues you had with your behavior when you were in high school 
before.  Did you have any academic problems, or do you think it was primarily related to 
behavior? 
I had trouble reading and stuff like that.  Whenever my reading skills get messed up, I 
don’t want to read a book, and there was some problems I didn’t want to do.  I just think 
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it was my ability and I started acting up, and tried to play with other people in class.  
Well, then, I just get them distracted, too.  It’s like I just cause trouble in the classroom 
and then they act up, and then I just made a big, big mess in the classroom and they had 
to take me out.  I just, I was just a bad example.  I know I just had to get my head 
straight.  The teachers, they did, they did work hard to help me pass the tests (Georgia 
High School Graduation Tests).  They helped me read it, and stuff like that.  The 
language arts test was just the most difficult, and I wasn’t that good in language arts 
‘cause that’s the class I always fooled around most in.  I mean, I know I done taken it 
four times and I still haven’t given up on the test. 
Which test is it that you still have to pass? 
Yeah, the Language Arts test. 
What are the reasons you returned to high school to for your diploma (Traditional High 
School A)? 
I have a lot of people right behind my back, helping me, who are wanting me to graduate, 
and I’m counting on myself.  Hopefully, I’ll be graduating this semester. 
Who are some of these people? 
Uh, my case manager (for special education), and another case manager, and now Ms. 
W., another teacher.  My dad was by my side, and my mom, and they helped me out all 
through the tough times, talking ‘bout “Trey, don’t give up.  We want you to graduate.”  
And I guess I just held my head up, talking about, “Don’t give up.” And I just prayed to 
God, and I just didn’t give up.  But I gave up.  And I wasn’t going to go nowhere, and I 
ain’t gonna have no good job in life.  And then I wanted to go to college, and I thought 
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about it.  To be a dropout, I’m not going go anywhere in life.  I just thought about what I 
wanted to do.  So I just pushed myself and pushed myself and it’s coming to me now. 
It sounds like you have a good support system behind you at home and at school, with 
people who believe in you.   
Yeah. 
How important is your high school diploma to you? 
Well, I mean, it’s like my driver’s license.  It’s like people that want to drive, they really 
want to get it, ‘cause they’ve waited 16 years to get it. That’s what I’ve waited all my life 
to get.  I’ve been in school, like, 12 or 13 years.  I want that one little paper (diploma), 
and without that you can’t a job, can’t get nothing without that.  As soon as I get that, I 
can move to the next step – go to college, and everything.  So that’s one of the biggest 
things to have on my wall.  I want to go to tech college and get a collision repair and auto 
mechanic’s degree. 
What influenced your decision to attend the high school you are now attending 
(Traditional High School A)? 
Well, the teachers talked to me and told me that it would be best for me to stay here.  I 
started doing better.  I talked to my dad and he told me to stay here.  It made me feel 
good after the teachers made me feel welcome here and stuff like this.  I used to like just 
ignore the teachers, they wanted to yell at me, write me up, and I was gonna be myself.  
So when they called me and talked me to and stuff like that, I felt better and I started 
doing right when I came back.  I started doing my work.  I just need to get out of high 
school.  So instead of just using this as a battlefield, I’m just going to use this as a 
classroom, do my work, and get out of here. 
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I wish you the best as you work toward finishing your requirements for graduating from 
high school. 
Thank you. 
Interview with Kay, non-traditional high school, 18-year old Caucasian female 
What are the reasons you dropped out of high school as a senior? 
Um, my one and only reason would be me getting pregnant at an early age and having my 
son.  I didn’t want to leave him.  I originally had all intentions to go back, but once it 
came time for that I just couldn’t do it. 
What time of year was he born? 
Late July, July 29th. 
Were you able to go to school up to the end of the previous year? 
The previous one…yes. 
So when school started back up in late August, had you already decided you wouldn’t go 
or did you give it a try? 
It was kind of a spur of the moment thing.  I decided not to do it, and it took some 
convincing of my dad, so it was definitely though out.  I figured, well, I’ll just go get 
GED and just start tech school and then eventually go to a four-year college, but I did not 
want to really do that at all. 
So you had the support of your family to not go back to school? 
For the most part. 
How did they feel when you first told them? 
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Uh, definitely not happy.  I can remember my dad saying, “Your brother got his diploma, 
so why don’t you?”  Then, of course, that and “How are you going to tell your son to do 
something if you didn’t do it?”  So…. 
Did you call anyone at the school to let them know you wouldn’t be coming back? 
Uh, I went up there before the school year started, um, probably like three days before 
and told them and actually withdrew and said I’m just not, period. 
What are the reasons you returned to high school for your diploma? 
Well, definitely because I can’t expect something of my son if I didn’t do it, and 
something that always kind of ate at me was that someone would say to me, “Oh, well 
you have a kid, so did you drop out of school?”  I hated (strongly stressing this word) that 
I didn’t go back.  That always ate at me because I never thought that I’d be in that 
position.  So, those were my two main reasons for deciding to come back. 
You were out of school for a full semester, correct? 
Yes. 
So you came back for your son and yourself.  How did you and your parents feel about 
this decision? 
My parents were definitely happy, and for the first time in a while I was excited about 
going to school (laughs). 
Good! 
It’s definitely important to me. 
How important is your high school diploma to you? 
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Um, ever since I was little I was dead set on being the teacher and having the doctorate 
and just being able to have everything I wanted in life.  Hence, the AP classes and 
everything being honors.  I definitely tried very hard. 
What specifically did you want to be, professionally? 
A teacher for lower grades, preferably kindergarten or first grade. 
Do you see that goal as being achievable now? 
Uh, with my diploma being so attainable now, definitely. 
Good! 
What influenced your decision to attend the high school you are now attending? 
The night school catered to my situation a lot better than the regular high school did.  
Like I said, I didn’t want to leave my son every day, and to me, the younger years matter 
the most.  So, when I found out about that school, having the flexibility in schedule and 
hours and everything, I was like, well you know, I can leave him for a little while to be 
able to do something like this.  Definitely to make him proud one day. 
Were there other things the non-traditional high school that made it your choice instead 
of the traditional high school? 
Something I have definitely liked is my advisor, who is a lot more in contact with me.  In 
the other years that I was at High School B, I can honestly say I didn’t even so much as 
once talk to the principal.  Then, of course, the teachers are right there, in the classroom 
ready to help.  The classes are catered to what level or course you are taking and it’s a lot 
easier to talk to them. 
Do you think you are going to get your high school diploma?  Do you see it in your future 
now? 
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Most definitely! 
Thank you for your time in answering these questions; and, I look forward to talking with 
you after you finish your requirements for graduation! 
Interview with Thomas, traditional High School B, 19-year old African American 
male 
What are the reasons you dropped out of high school as a senior? 
Well, I guess it’s because I could never pass the social studies test.  I just couldn’t pass it.  
No matter how many times I took it. 
How did you do in those courses that were supposed to prepare to take the social studies 
test? 
Um, I did good in the courses, but I never did good on the test.  You can’t graduate if you 
don’t pass all the tests. 
Did you have any specific academic difficulties while you were in high school? 
No, not until the test.  Well, uh...not too  much. 
Besides social studies courses that you feel you did well in, did you have any other 
courses that gave you any difficulty? 
Language arts and, well, science I had problems with. 
Can you describe the specific problems you had with language arts? 
The literature.  ‘Cause I did good on all my writing, but not understand the literature. 
How many times have you attempted the social studies graduation test? 
I think it will be my fourth time. 
Did you attend any reviews for it? 
Yeah, the last one I did. 
What kind of review?  Can you describe it? 
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They do E2020, and that’s it. 
So, just you and a computer? 
Yeah.  I believe if I had, like a teacher or somebody in the classroom to sit down and 
teach the stuff to me, I think I’d do ok, but it’s hard on the computer.  I get tired of 
looking at the computer.  My eyes get tired. 
So there was nothing they offered, or nothing you were aware of, that was offered in a 
direct instructional review. 
Yeah, that’s right.  They, uh, also did these little packets, too, but uh, I needed “talking.” 
So you think you would have benefitted from a person helping you? 
Definitely. 
What are the reasons you returned to high school for your diploma? 
To get out of (this town)!  To do something with my life.  To do something.  To go to 
college.  To get more education.  To get my business started, yeah, to get my business 
started. 
What kind of business do you see yourself starting? 
A funeral home business.  But I don’t want to do it here in this town. 
Do you want to state in Georgia? 
Well, out of state would be nice, but I have to go wherever it takes me. 
You see a high school diploma as helping you to achieve that? 
Yes m’am. 
How important is your high school diploma to you? 
It’s very important.  It’s why I came back.  It’s the only thing that I want right now.  I 
don’t want a GED.   
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How do you see a GED as being different from a high school diploma? 
Some people say you get more jobs with a high school diploma than a GED, but I don’t 
know.  But high school diploma sounds better.  Yes ma’am, it does.  It’s going to be 
something that I reached, one of my goals that I met, to say that I graduated from high 
school. 
Can you tell me more about why your high school diploma is important to you? 
It’s one of my goals I’m gonna reach, saying that I graduated from high school. 
What influenced your decision to attend the high school you are now attending? 
My momma.   
Tell me about your momma. 
I got three other brothers that graduated from (high school B).  She says, “You have to 
get your diploma!”  I’m the youngest, the baby.  She wants to see my diploma on the wall 
(sweeping hand motion pointing to a wall).   
Are there other things that influenced you to stay at the same high school? 
Yeah, my friends.  People that I got along with.  The teachers that I got along with. 
What was your high school experience like? 
I mean, it was good and it was bad. 
What was good about it? 
My friends and some of the teachers that I got along with. 
What wasn’t so good about high school? 
The teachers that I didn’t get along with (laughs). 
Did you ever have any behavioral referrals? 
(laughs) Maybe once, for classroom disruption. 
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What was your attendance like in high school? 
It was good, until my senior year.  I had gotten sick to where I had this rash all over my 
face, and they had to put me in the hospital for blood pressure for about a week.  So that’s 
what happened in my senior year, going to the hospital for blood pressure problems.  So, 
other than that, it was pretty good. 
How did you try to keep up with your work while you were out? 
I tried to do two classes on E2020.  I also had friends who were in my other classes who 
gave me work.  I emailed my teachers to let them know I wouldn’t be in class and they 
would send me my work, stuff like that. 
Do you think these absences had anything to do with you not passing the social studies 
graduation test, and were you taking any social studies courses during that semester? 
I was taking E2020 courses.  Yeah, I did economics on E2020.  And also, I did my 
government on E2020 and I think most of what’s on the social studies graduation test is 
government and I feel like I messed up on that one ‘cause I didn’t have a teacher, just a 
computer. 
So, you think you might have been prepared if you had taken those two classes as direct 
instruction instead of on E2020? 
Yeah.  Yes ma’am.  I did government and I had to redo economics on E2020.  I had 
failed economics the first time and was taking it the second time on the computer.  I 
failed economics in class about the same time I got sick and missed a lot of school.  That 
was the first semester of my senior year. 
So you feel you do better in teacher-instructed classes? 
Uh, yes, well, I guess it depends on the teacher.  I didn’t get along with all of them. 
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Were any of the teachers you didn’t get along with social studies teachers? 
One of them was!  Two of them wasn’t. 
I’m glad things are looking up for you and that you are so close to earning your diploma.  
I wish you the best! 
Thank you, ma’am. 
Interview with Kyle, non-traditional high school, 19-year old Caucasian male 
What are the reasons you dropped out of high school as a senior? 
Because I was making too much money with what I was doing and didn’t really care 
about school. 
What kind of job did you have? 
Uh, dealing cocaine. 
Oh!  Ok.  So it was profitable for you? 
Oh yes, very. 
When you dropped out, did you just quit going or did you make a conscious decision to 
leave high school? 
No, I just felt like that my life was going great the way it was and the money was 
blinding me from education and I didn’t think I would ever need it. 
What grade were you in when you realized this was a way you could make money? 
9th. 
So it wasn’t something that had just started? 
No. 
You say you were making money.  Was this a pretty good amount of money? 
It was, I would say, at least $1000 a week for me. 
Did anyone in your family know about this? 
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No. 
So really, the reason you dropped out was because you were making a lot of money and 
didn’t see the need for finishing, correct? 
Yep. 
Up to the time you stopped coming to school, had you been caught or had any run-ins 
with the law? 
Nope.  Not at all. 
What are the reasons you returned to high school for your diploma? 
Because I ended up getting into some stuff; luckily, it wasn’t with cocaine, but I just 
realized I needed my education and I wanted to go to college.  I always loved school.  
I’ve always wanted to go to college.  There’s one other person that’s gone to college in 
my family and I wanted to be the second.  My grandma always said she’d help me with 
whatever I need.  She’s wealthy enough to do it.  I really just wanted to come back and 
get my education. 
Do your family members know that you’re back in school now? 
Yes. 
How do they feel about that? 
They are thrilled.  They can’t believe it. 
Are you living at home with any of them? 
No, I’m living with my two friends. 
How important is your high school diploma to you? 
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That high school diploma means everything to me.  Basically, in this economy today, you 
won’t have anything without a high school diploma, much less, I mean, I just really want 
to go to college.  I’ve always aspired to go to college. 
If you don’t mind us backing up a bit, you said you were making a lot of money before.  
Are you still making that kind of money? 
No, no.  Oh no. 
Are you completely out of that business? 
Yes, yes. 
Was that by choice or by force? 
It started off by force.  I had an opportunity to keep going, but at the end of it all, it was 
by choice.  I wanted to quit.  It was just too scary of a lifestyle and I want to do it. 
How did it make you feel, doing what you did? 
It made me feel good about the money, so much money, I mean so much money!  I could 
buy whatever I wanted.  I was the big man on the block.  But, it’s just so scary, the 
consequences. 
Did you ever feel like it could have led to you being hurt? 
Yes, many times. 
Did that have any influence on your decision? 
Uh, not really.  I mean, yeah, no, not really. 
So you want your high school diploma because you really do want to go to college? 
Yes.  I really want to make something of myself.  I don’t want to be a drug dealer.  I 
don’t want to be just a lowlife.  I want to have something to show for what I’m doing. 
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So it is about having something to show for achieving something you’re supposed to 
achieve? 
Oh yeah, definitely. 
How will it make your family feel? 
My grandma is going to be thrilled.  She’s already said when I graduate from high school 
she’s going to go buy me whatever car I want, just like she did with my aunt.  My father 
and my mother will be, they will be so proud and happy for me that, well, I really can’t 
even explain it. 
Are you the youngest child? 
No, I’m the oldest. 
How old are your siblings? 
They’re young.  They’re eleven and nine, no, eleven and eight, sorry. 
Do your siblings know you had dropped out? 
Yes. 
Did they ever say anything to you about that? 
They, uh, no, I just told them that if they ever dropped out, I’d beat ‘em (laughs jokingly). 
So you don’t want them following in your footsteps? 
No, no, I don’t, and they wouldn’t.  They’re, well at least I don’t think they would, 
they’re great kids.  They’ve done a lot better in school already than I did, but that’s 
thanks to my mom. 
Do you see yourself as being a role model for them? 
Uh, I want to be.  I want them to look up to me.  It would mean the world to me if they 
did. 
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What influenced your decision to attend the high school you are attending now? 
I liked the non-traditional because it’s more suitable to me.  The E2020 helps me out so 
much more than actually sitting in a regular class.  I can focus more; I can do all my stuff 
quicker.  I mean, everything about it helps me.  I hate waking up at seven in the morning.  
I’d go into high school before and be so drowsy.  So I really like that I’m going in the 
evening now.  I’d much rather go to a night school than a day school. 
You recently got some results back on a test that you needed to pass in order to graduate.  
Has passing the social studies test made any impact on your digging in and getting things 
finished? 
Oh yes.  It actually made all the difference.  It let me know that I actually have to finish 
now.  That one test, I didn’t think I was going to pass, and I passed.  Now I can get it all 
done.  I’m so happy about passing that test. 
Thank you for sharing so much information with me, and I wish you the best as you work 
toward finishing the rest of your credits.  I look forward to talking with you again as a 
graduate! 
Thank you. 
Interview with Tara, traditional High School A, 18-year old African American 
female 
What are the reasons you dropped out of high school as a senior? 
Uh, I don’t know, I just thought it was like, I couldn’t pass that social studies test.  I 
needed someone to like, help me.  It didn’t seem like anyone or anything there at High 
School A could help me.  The reviews they gave me, they didn’t help me at all.  So I quit 
trying.  I didn’t get to graduate with my class. 
Did you remember anything at all about the reviews? 
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No, it’s like when I did those little study things, and then I took the social studies 
graduation test, I’m like, I do not remember all this!  It’s like I’d never seen it before 
when I saw it on the test, and some of my friends said the same thing.  They said the 
things on that test was not what we studied in the reviews or learned in class.  So I knew I 
wasn’t going to ever pass that test. 
How many study sessions were offered? 
Well, the first couple of times I failed it, we had E2020 stuff to practice and that was all.  
And then the last time we took the test, they didn’t give us nothing.  Some people were 
given study packets, and some didn’t get them at all. 
Do you feel the classes you took throughout high school, such as government, U.S. 
History, economics, prepared you for the social studies graduation test? 
Not really, because, like I said before most of the things that we learned about were not in 
the test itself.  I mean, some things were, but it’s like, there’s a lot of stuff that wasn’t. 
Did you pass all your social studies classes in high school the first time? 
Yes, I passed them the first time. 
So you thought you should have been prepared? 
Yeah, but just that one test... 
How many times have you taken the social studies test? 
I think I’ve taken it four, three, four or three times, I think.  I’m not sure. 
How did you feel when you didn’t pass it each time? 
I thought, well, I though I’m never going to get done.  I mean, there’s like no way I’m 
ever going to get done. 
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Did you ever have any other difficulties in high school, academically or otherwise, that 
might have led up to you dropping out so close to graduation? 
Well, I mean, I never liked social studies.  I just something I don’t like.  So, I don’t know, 
I really don’t know.  Social studies isn’t something I would recommend for me to do later 
(laughs).  But I just couldn’t pass the test and got tired of trying. 
What are the reasons you returned to high school for your diploma? 
Because, like all the young people in my family, like cousins, they done graduated from 
High School A and started college, or at least have a good job somewhere.  I have 11 
brothers and sisters and I’m the oldest.  That’s like a big “UH” on me!  And so for me, I 
gotta like set an example to my brothers and sisters.  They look up to me.  I have to get 
somewhere in life. 
What are the age ranges of your brothers and sisters? 
Oooh, goodness!  Ok, I’m 19, the youngest one is four months.  Yeah, and the next 
youngest is one, and they’re twins.  Then there’s a five-year old, a nine-year old, a 16-
year old, a 17-year old, and uh, man! I lost count!  The two oldest under me, they live in 
Columbus, Georgia.  I have one sister that stays here in town with me, and the rest are 
just scattered out. 
If you had not returned to high school to try and finish your requirements, do you think it 
would have an impact on your brothers and sisters? 
If I didn’t return? 
Yes, if you had not returned. 
I don’t really know.  I mean, I hope what I’m doing will tell them I don’t want to be a 
nobody, but to always try harder, like really harder. 
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So you feel like you’re setting the bar for them, and of setting the example of finishing 
what you start? 
Oh yeah, definitely. 
How important is your high school diploma to you? 
It’s real important.  Like all my friends are saying they are about to stop high school and 
just get their GED and be done with it.  I mean, I don’t want to do that, because, ok, I’ve 
been doing this high school for four years.  I’ve been going through a lot!  And I’m not 
just about to give up completely like that.  I haven’t been in school all this time for 
nothing.  I need my diploma. 
What influenced your decision to attend the high school you are now attending? 
Because, like, my grandma, she’s the main person that pushes me to do better and, it’s 
like, she just wants to see better of me.  It hurts me when she can’t see me doing better, or 
that I can, and that I wasn’t trying hard enough. 
What is it about High School A that made you want to return to it? 
My friends!  I mean, I can like confide in them, and they have problems, too, and we can 
talk about it to each other. 
In the four years you were at High School A before dropping out, were you a member of 
any clubs?  Did you participate in other school activities? 
I went to the dances.  I was a part of the SADD Club (Students Against Drunk Drivers).  I 
went to football games and basketball games.  I was on the Step Team. 
So you feel like you had a good high school experience? 
Yeah, it was good, except for that test. 
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I know you are going to be taking that test again soon and that you are in a class to 
prepare for it.  I wish you the best with it. 
Oh, me too! 
Thank you for participating in this interview and I look forward to meeting with you 
again.  Good luck! 
Interview with Faith, non-traditional high school, 19-year old Caucasian female 
What are the reasons you dropped out of high school as a senior? 
Uh, well, probably because I had started to miss a lot days because I was sick because I 
was pregnant and that was a big part of it.  I was sick and I couldn’t keep up with the 
classwork.  I was doing all my work on the computer and I was trying to make up classes, 
but I don’t do well on the computer.  I was in a program where you just do all your work 
on E2020 and I just don’t do well sitting there all day and not hardly getting a break.  I 
just can’t do my work on the computer well.  So that was a big part of it, having to sit for 
two hours straight just for one subject in front of a computer without anyone helping me 
or anything like that. Then you move to another class next door and do another class for 
two hours on the computer.   And then my grades, my grades were not as good as they 
could have been. 
Did you think about going back into regular instructional classes at your high school 
instead of doing E2020 all day? 
Well, I thought about going back but I felt I had gotten too comfortable with being in the 
computer classes and being able to get away with a lot of stuff, like not working or 
getting much accomplished, and those were the things I wouldn’t be able to do in the 
regular instructional classes.  I just didn’t think I would get anything done and a lot of my 
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friends my age were in the E2020 classes with me, so I felt more comfortable staying 
where I was than going back into the other classes. 
What part of your senior year did you drop out? 
Uh, I don’t remember the exact date, but I dropped out in the first semester because I was 
sick and I would try to show up for class but I would be late and they counted me tardy.  I 
told them I was sick and they didn’t care why.  But I couldn’t help it.  So I was absent a 
lot because I was sick in the mornings and missed the bus and couldn’t get to school.   I 
was failing my classes, so I just stopped coming. 
Did you talk to anyone at the high school about you possibly dropping out? 
Uh, I didn’t really talk to anybody.  I did talk to my counselor a lot, but I didn’t talk about 
dropping out.   I just stopped going.  My counselor knew I was pregnant and that I was 
missing a lot and it was affecting my grades. 
After you stopped coming, did anyone from the school contact you and encourage you to 
try to come back? 
Uh, my counselor called me like once.  She talked about me coming back and trying to 
work more with my schedule, but I was already behind and was failing the courses I had 
been trying to take, so I just didn’t see the point in it.  So that was all I heard. 
How did your parents feel about you dropping out? 
Well, uh, only my mom knew and she was like, knew that I wasn’t going.  She didn’t 
really tell anybody because she was embarrassed and didn’t want anyone to know.  She 
and my step-daddy have their own business and they didn’t want people to know what I 
had done, or that I was even pregnant.  Mom understood, but she wasn’t happy about it.  I 
mean, I didn’t finish school and she wasn’t happy. 
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How did you feel about dropping out? 
Uh, I was relieved that I left, and it was, well, not only did I have everything going on at 
school but being pregnant.  I was relieved, but I still accepted myself.  I loved school, I 
mean, all the way up to high school, I loved school.  I always did well in school and I 
always wanted to do something with myself.  But in at the end before I left, it was just all 
overwhelming.  But I was just not able to keep up.  But I was just disappointed because it 
was something I could have done and didn’t get to graduate with my class.  That really 
upset me.  That was the one thing I always talked about.  I was going to graduate with my 
class, go to college, and do something with my life.  And then I didn’t. 
What are the reasons you returned to high school for your diploma? 
One is that I do want to graduate from high school and I do want to go to college.  I do 
want to do something more than work for a fast food restaurant.  I want to have a career, 
not just a job.  And because I do have a child, I want to be an example for my daughter, 
to her.  I don’t want her to grow up and say “My momma didn’t finish school.”  There’s a 
lot of cruelty out there, you know, and I don’t want people to tease her and make fun of 
her because of what I did.  I don’t want that to be on her shoulders. 
That’s very admirable for you to feel that way. 
It’s just that I don’t want to make an impression on her growing up and her saying “You 
didn’t finish high school so I don’t have to either.”  I just don’t want her to think like that.  
And she might if I don’t finish. 
How important is your high school diploma to you? 
Oh, it’s very important to me.  Especially now that I have a place I can actually go.  If I 
would have never come back I would have to always depend on somebody else.  And 
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classes are not really that hard for me, so why wouldn’t I?  And there are people now that 
are excited for me and they can’t wait for me to go across that stage and get my diploma 
and they say “We can’t wait to be there!”  So then people won’t be looking down on me. 
What influenced your decision to attend the high school you are now attending? 
Uh, one, well, it worked better with my schedule.  I don’t have nobody to watch my baby 
during the day.  Everybody else is working, so I have to do what I have to do.  And 
another reason is because I feel like I’m getting more one on one time with my work and 
there’s no competition for me to get help.  I can get help as much as I need it at night 
school.  And another thing is that I just couldn’t sit those long periods of time I had to sit 
before because I wasn’t focusing or getting much done.  I guess I was embarrassing 
myself before in high school because I just sat there and didn’t do much.  Now I’m 
almost 20 and I couldn’t sit in a regular high school with people who are 15, 16, or 17 
years old.  I just can’t.  And I was embarrassed because my grade point average had 
gotten really bad.  So I just didn’t want to go back to my old high school because of my 
age and I had dropped out and my grades had gotten bad.  And of course, I didn’t have 
any friends there anymore.  They had already finished school. 
Well, I’m happy that you are back in school and I wish you the best as you work toward 
finishing high school. 
Thank you. 
 
 
 
  
  
234 
 
 
Individual Student Interviews #2 
Interview with Charlie, graduate of non-traditional high school, Caucasian male 
Congratulations!  You’re a graduate!  How does it feel? 
Feels great. 
It does, and who did you say you were going to call first? 
My mom. 
Good for you. 
What have been your challenges and obstacles since your return to high school up to the 
completion of requirements for graduation? 
Getting out of my work, that was my main obstacle. 
What do you mean by “getting out of my work?” 
Working around my work schedule. 
Did you have many problems with that? 
Well, they wanted me all the time at work, but I was able to get out a couple of hours on 
some nights.  So my job really interfered with me getting my diploma. 
Anything else? 
That was really it, just my work. 
Did you have a full-time job last spring when you dropped out? 
I was in a part-time job then, but I had to work a lot. 
You’re in a full-time job now? 
Yes, a full-time job. 
Tell me how your experiences in high school have been different this time as compared to 
before you dropped out of high school? 
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It was much more difficult before because I wasn’t able to get one on one with teachers.  
Before it was more difficult.  This time I was able to work one on one with a teacher.  
They understood me more.  The teachers before I dropped out, they understood me a 
little, but they were more focused on the whole class of 30 instead of one person, so it 
make it more difficult for me. 
So you think that helped you persist towards finishing those requirements for graduation? 
Yeah, oh yeah. 
What else can you tell me about how things have been different this time as compared to 
the last time you were in high school? 
Actually, being able to come to night school when I could and staying as long as I needed 
to or leave when I needed to, and working around my work schedule.  That was the 
biggest thing. 
So the flexibility in hours helped you. 
Oh yes. 
How do you think the attainment of a high school diploma will influence your future? 
It’s going to help be able to continue on to college and get a better career than what I’m 
in right now.  Hopefully, I’ll get higher pay and be able to stand on my own. 
Have you thought about what you want to do or where you want to go? 
I’d like to go into law enforcement, or maybe look into automotive repair and things like 
that. 
These things you might like to do, would you have been able to do them without a high 
school diploma? 
No, oh no. 
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How does your family feel about you earning your high school diploma? 
They are going to look at me a lot different, especially since I now have, or about to have 
soon, my diploma, and they’ll look at me more successfully, because before I was going 
to get my GED. 
You said earlier you had older brothers? 
I have two older brothers who don’t have a GED or a high school diploma. 
So you’re the first? 
Yes, I’m the first. 
Are you the youngest child in your family? 
Yes, the youngest. 
So you will be the only child in your family with a high school diploma? 
Yep, yep (smiles). 
Your mom’s pretty proud, don’t you think? 
Oh yeah, she is. 
What recommendations can you make to high schools in this district to keep students 
from dropping out in their senior year? 
Having more one on one sessions with the students to find out why they aren’t coming to 
school as much, or who feel threatened by some teachers, or even by some of the students 
in school.  They could find out if some of the courses are really hard for them, and if so, 
try to get more help for them. 
Did you see a counselor very much when you were in high school before? 
Every time I tried to get in with my counselor, she was too busy.  She couldn’t explain 
things very well to me because she had other students to work with. 
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Are there other recommendations that you might make?  (Seems contemplative without 
answering; asked another question).  I know that you had a social studies graduation test 
to pass when you returned to high school because you had failed it several times already.  
But you did finally pass it this time after coming back to school.  Do you have any 
recommendations about how they might help students pass those tests? 
They could have been more helpful in the classes and in the reviews. 
What would have helped you to pass them on time? 
Being able to see my counselor more and set up sessions to get me one on one help.  That 
would have helped. 
What I’m hearing you say is that you needed a more of a relationship with your 
counselor so you could have discussed difficulties that you were having with academics 
and testing, someone to problem-solve with you and help you troubleshoot for solutions. 
Yes, definitely, that would have made a difference for me. 
Well, again, congratulations on becoming a high school graduate.  I’m really proud of 
you! 
Thank you. 
Interview with Rose, graduate of non-traditional high school, African American 
female 
You are a graduate!  Congratulations!   How does it feel? 
Awesome! (laughs loudly) 
What have been your challenges and obstacles since your return to high school up to the 
completion of requirements for graduation? 
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The only thing kinda challenging is actually having to wake up at a certain time, but 
that’s honestly helped me because otherwise I’d be asleep all day and not doing anything 
productive, so that’s basically it, and that’s not really a challenge but more like a 
motivator. 
Did you find it hard to come back at all knowing you had left and been out for a while? 
Yeah, actually, I thought that, uh, it was too late for me, but then when I found out about 
the night school and I could actually do it, I was excited. 
Do you find the work was any harder, or easier, or about the same? 
Really, it was about the same.  I never really had any problems with the work.  It was 
mostly just about being around so many people before and too many other things going 
on in my life and it was withdrawing me from focusing completely; but, this time it was 
way more productive because it was quiet and I could concentrate and get help when I 
needed.  It was like one on one.  So I whizzed through the work. 
How have your experiences in high school been different this time as compared to before 
you dropped out of high school? 
Oh God.  The last time I was in high school I was mainly worried about what other 
people thought.  I was younger and I was still focused on the high school clique thing.  
But now that I’ve come back, I’ve been like a person instead of, you know, being part of 
a group.  I just came into school and focused on the work and not anything else.  Not 
even what was going on at my house, I mean, maybe I thought about it, but it didn’t stop 
me and I didn’t have to worry about things.  I mean, I got friends at the night school and I 
know lots of these people, but I mean it’s completely different this time around.  Way 
better, way better!  100% better. 
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When you returned to high school, was it your own choice or was it someone who was 
making you do it? 
Honestly, it was more of a suggestion by my family, not that they were making me.  I 
didn’t really have anything going on.  I had a lot of issues and I needed to get something 
going.  My grandma actually suggested it and got the paperwork for me so I could enroll.  
If it weren’t for my grandma, I probably wouldn’t even be here right now.  So, nobody 
made me do anything, but they strongly influenced me.  I chose to make a good decision. 
Yes, you did.  How do you think the attainment of a high school diploma will influence 
your future? 
I believe that I will get better jobs.  I’ll have better education opportunities.  I can go to 
college.  I can go into the Army now, or some branch of the military, or go to something 
else that I wouldn’t have been able to if I would have just not come to night school and 
got my high school diploma.  I don’t know, I’ll always remember me walking across the 
stage for the rest of my life because I went back and got my high school diploma.  It’s 
just going to help me out 100%.  This is like the first step to the rest of my life. 
Have you thought about what you want to do next?  
I’ve been thinking, but I haven’t made any definite plans.  I’m thinking I want to go to 
the tech college for courses, if possible.  If not, I’m thinking about joining the military, 
but not the Marines, that’s too intense for me (laughs).  But I gotta get something.  I want 
to have a career, not just a job. 
What recommendations can you make to high schools in this district to keep students 
from dropping out in their senior year? 
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Honestly, for one is if there’s a person that wants to drop out that close to the end, well, 
someone like myself could go talk to them because I could fully explain to them the 
retardedness of that decision.  It seems like it would be an easier route, but really you just 
need somebody or something to put it in perspective for them.  Either somebody like, 
well, a counselor could pull that person aside and talk to them and explain to them what 
really will happen if they decide to drop out.  There’s no second chances for some of 
them.  I really lost sight of education and how important it is, but there are people who 
would die or kill for an education like ours in this country.  We take it for granted, really, 
and then we’ll just be working at McDonald’s for the rest of our lives.  That might be 
cool for a while, but when you get older and you have no career or anything to look 
forward to in your life, you’re gonna feel real crappy. 
What I’m hearing you say is that people who have been through a similar situation as 
yourself could be a mentor to students who are thinking about dropping out, or just 
talking to them? 
Yeah, they could come to the school and tell their story so others won’t make the same 
mistakes. 
I also am hearing you say that better (she jumps in and finishes my statement)….. 
Yeah, student to teacher kind of relationships.  That what really helped me to an extent.  
The memory of two of my teachers that tried their best to get me to stay in school by 
talking to me.  Even after I did quit, it always stayed on my mind what they said.  Now 
that I came back, it’s been a big motivator for me, thinking about the things they said. 
So those people who did reach out to you, they made an impact on you? 
They made a very big impact on my life. 
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Have you contacted them to let them know you returned to school and finished? 
No, but I’m looking for them.  I’ve been trying to find my old literature teacher.  I don’t 
even know if she still works at the school or not. 
I’ll help you find out if she is still there. 
Well, her and a couple of others were the most influential people to me in high school. 
Tell me how you feel today, knowing you have reached an important goal. 
I feel like a big weight has just been lifted of me.  There’s just no way to really explain it.  
It’s like I can finally take a deep breath in and let a deep breath out, instead of (takes in 
deep breath and holds it).  I don’t know, I’m just not worried about tomorrow.  It’s like, 
it’s the best feeling ever.  It’s great. 
It’s good to see you smile so big. 
I know, I can’t stop smiling.  It’s gonna probably be like that for a while. 
Interview with Trey, graduate of traditional High School A, African American male 
Congratulations on finishing all your requirements for graduation! 
Thank you! 
What have been your challenges and obstacles since your return to high school up to the 
completion of requirements for graduation? 
Well, this fall the teachers were letting me come back in and it was kinda hard for me.  I 
wasn’t, I didn’t have, well, like it was kinda hard for me because I had a lot to do, a lotta 
stuff to do to finish so I could pass that test.  I had to work on the reading stuff.   
Did you find it hard to come back to high school this fall? 
No, not really.  Just the work was hard. 
Did you feel you had a support system when you returned to high school? 
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Yeah, everybody was on my side.  There was a lot a work but it was easier it seemed 
because I wanted to do it and I wanted to try and not get in trouble and I wanted to go to 
college.  I felt I had more of a right mind about myself.  I felt like I knew what I wanted 
to do, and with everybody on my side I felt I could really do it if I tried. 
Do you feel your goals are different this year when you started back to high school than 
last year when you were in high school before you stopped going? 
Yeah, I believe that I was going on the right path this year.  Instead of setting short-term 
goals I looked ahead and set some long-term goals.  I had a goal that I wanted to finish 
school and I achieved that goal and I’ve achieved a goal that I will be able to go to 
college if I want to.  Now I have a goal to actually go to college and I’m working on that 
right now.  I want to get a job and one day get a house.  I used to smoke pot and do drugs 
but that’s all better now, too.  It’s a slow process, but it’s coming along now.    
Think about what your experiences where like last year when you were in high school as 
a senior, and then think about having to come back this year, which you didn’t plan on 
having to do at that time.  How were those two experiences different? 
Well, last year it felt like I was just playing around and getting nothing done.  It felt like I 
was getting some things done, but when they told me I wasn’t going to graduate on time 
because I didn’t pass one of my graduation tests and I would have to take another class to 
get ready for it, I didn’t want to go to class anymore.  I didn’t want to anymore because I 
had failed that test so many times.  So I stopped going.  But this time I decided I had to 
do it.  I came back every day to class, every single day.  I really tried to be ready for the 
test this time.  Then I took it again this fall and I passed it.  I achieved my goal.  I was just 
praying and praying, and wasn’t messing around this time in class.  They even had 
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someone walk back and forth to classes with me because my behavior had been so bad 
before and they didn’t want me to get in trouble.  I didn’t care.  I just wanted to graduate.  
I put my mind to it. 
How will the attainment of a high school diploma influence your future? (Slow to 
respond; reworded question).  What is a having a high school diploma going to do for 
your future that you couldn’t do without it?   
Well, with a diploma you get lots of jobs and people will hire you.  Without a diploma, 
you not going to get good jobs and in your personal life, you might wind up on the streets 
and maybe even jail.  When you want to do something right, you need to stay in school 
and get your diploma.   
Did you have the support of your family when you returned to high school this year? 
Yeah, I had most of the support from my family.  Everybody was on my side, and that’s 
one good thing I had.  They were on my side 120%. 
Do you think they were on your side before and you just didn’t acknowledge it? 
No, I know now it was always there, but I just overlooked it.  I was always just ignoring 
things.  I was playing around.  I was doing things my way, always my way.  People tried 
to tell me otherwise, but I was just doing this and doing that and having fun.  They 
always tried to tell me to act another way, but I was ignoring them.  I didn’t want to do 
the work, so I acted up. 
What recommendations can you make to high schools in this district to keep students 
from dropping out in their senior year? 
Well, first thing, you always got to stay in school because if you don’t stay in school you 
won’t graduate.  You’ll wind up doing nothing and wasting your life.  You have to tell 
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students to stay in school and stay straight.  Stay healthy and don’t do drugs.  Always 
take time to study and do what you need to do for school.  Do what you need to do, pray, 
and stay in school.  That way you don’t have to come back and do school again. 
What do you think the schools might do to make sure students are more prepared to take 
the graduation tests so they don’t fail so often? 
Well, probably give them lots of practice tests at least a month before the real tests.  Then 
right before the tests they should really start knocking down those things that are giving 
students the most trouble.  They need to give students more reviews and more practice. 
What kind of reviews are you suggesting? 
I would need direct instruction and then every now and then do a review on the computer, 
but mostly direct instruction.  But definitely they need to do more reviews to prepare 
students for the tests.   Lots of people fail them lots of times. 
Is there anything else you’d like to say about how you feel now that you’ve finished your 
requirements for high school? 
I feel like I’m glad I was successful and that it happened to me.  Still, I’m actually 
surprised that I’m graduated.  Everything to me is just like taking another step in life and 
things are coming true, yeah, they’re coming true.  I’m just glad all this happened to me. 
How did you find out you had finally passed the last test?  Did someone call you or did 
you receive a letter in the mail? 
Well, I had gone to school and I saw Ms. W., and she was like, “Trey, did you hear about 
your test?”  I told her I hadn’t, and she told me I had passed.  I had called up to the school 
earlier that morning and nobody would tell me the results, so I came to the school 
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anyway.  Then they told me I passed, and I was so excited and I called my dad and I told 
some other people.  I was just so excited. 
How did your parents react? 
They were so happy for me! 
Are you going to participate in the next graduation ceremony? 
Yes, I am!  I can’t wait. 
I know you are proud and I look forward to seeing you at graduation. 
Interview with Kay, graduate of non-traditional high school, Caucasian female 
Congratulations on completing all your requirements for graduation!  How does it feel? 
Great! 
Did you think you’d ever get to this point? 
To be honest, no.  (smiling and laughing) 
What have been your challenges and obstacles since your return to high school up to the 
completion of requirements for graduation? 
Uhm, I’d have to say that the main obstacle would definitely be me having a child, 
because that that covers a lot of things.  There’s issues with time and working around his 
(her baby) crazy schedules.  I mean, you’re taking of not only yourself but someone else, 
too.  There’s plenty of appointments, dealing with him being sick.  For instance, he was 
in the hospital for like two weeks and he was in there like four separate times in two 
months, so that was a great challenge. Even when there’s not a problem, there’s still 
having to deal with finding someone to take care of him, because, I mean, I’m not the 
kind of person that wants him to go to day care.  I want him to be with family.  His 
family (baby’s father) definitely has crazy work schedules, so that’s been a big challenge. 
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Would it have been any different if you had returned to or remained in High School B? 
Definitely a lot harder.  He would have definitely had to do the daycare thing then and I 
didn’t want to do that.  I would have missed a lot of school, too, with him being sick and 
taking him to appointments. 
How old is your baby now? 
Uh, 17 months. 
How have your experiences in high school been different this time as compared to before 
you dropped out of high school? 
Uh, well, I definitely preferred evening school over the traditional school.  It worked for 
me.  Everything for me was more like, well, teachers where there for you.  When you 
need something or need help, within like five minutes you have help.  It’s not like regular 
high school where you are pretty much on your own.  Then, of course, there’s the 
schedule.  It wasn’t Monday through Friday, 8 (am) to 3 (pm) kind of thing. 
So that helped out with you taking care of your child, then, being able to work around 
someone to help take care of him? 
Most definitely.  I also liked the pacing ten times better.  You’re not having to deal with 
set times, like for instance in the traditional school they have their schedules where it’s 
like doing this lesson in this amount of time.  What if you can do it quicker?  What if you 
need to take longer?  Everybody’s not in the same pace. 
You took AP and Honors classes before you dropped out.  In the non-traditional high 
school, you took computer classes, or E2020 classes.  What are your thoughts about 
that? 
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Uhm, it was a lot easier.  I didn’t have to do all the extra stuff that comes with being in 
AP.  In AP, you do a million more projects, a million more assignments.  So being on the 
computer and having it right there in front of you, I didn’t have to deal with all the extras 
that come along with AP.  It made it a lot easier. 
If you had had a choice, and you could have stayed in the regular high school and done 
more AP classes without having to worry about childcare, do you think you would have 
preferred having the AP classes? 
Hmmm, I guess that would be yes and no.  Yes, because it definitely would help towards 
going to college, but no because it wouldn’t have been like it is now. 
How do you think the attainment of a high school diploma will influence your future? 
There’s a big deal, a big influence.  Uhm, like part of my son’s family never finished 
school, just got a GED.  You see how they go through daily struggles, probably more of a 
paycheck to paycheck situation, probably for the rest of their lives.  I didn’t want to be 
that way, especially with me having my baby already.  I wanted to be able to go as far as 
I wanted to go, and having that diploma actually makes that seem that much closer now. 
What are some of your goals now that you have finished high school? 
Definitely starting college and I intend to be an elementary school teacher. 
That’s wonderful! 
I want to earn my doctorate.  I want to be an influence for my son…I did it with you, you 
can do it. 
What makes you want to go into education? 
For one thing, there’s some flexibility in the schedule.  Me and my son will have 
summers off together, which I’m sure he’ll grow to hate, but oh well (laughs at her 
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statement).  But I love little kids, and for me to be hands on with them all day and know 
that I’m teaching somebody and maybe making even just a little influence in one person’s 
life would be good for me. 
I think it’s a noble profession.  I’m glad you want to do it. 
What recommendations can you make to high schools in this district to keep students 
from dropping out in their senior year? 
Well, I know there’s something that plenty of parents don’t want to hear and many 
wouldn’t agree with it, but having like, even just a class that’s just for daycare type of 
thing for kids.  I mean, plenty of parents would disagree with that, I’m sure, and they’d 
have their reasons, but you can try to avoid it all you want, but it’s there.  A good reason 
why people drop out, plenty of people, myself included, is having a baby.  If they could 
just help even six or seven people obtain their diploma…I mean, they should think about 
their kids, too. 
If the school had had a daycare for children of students who are in high school, do you 
think that’s something you might have participated in? 
I probably would have considered it.  I mean, I would want to know he was safe even 
though I didn’t want to do daycare, just knowing he was right there with me then I would 
have felt a little more comfortable. 
So you think there are other girls who might benefit from this service? 
Plenty that know, yes.  They have all dropped out. 
Do you have anything else you would like to add about how you are feeling now? 
I’m definitely letting my son’s grandpa know first that I’m finished.  Not my dad’s dad, 
but my boyfriend’s grandpa.  He’s helped me the most, and probably helped me more 
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than my own family has.  I definitely have a lot of appreciation for him and love him, so I 
will definitely be telling him first.  He’s super excited for me. 
Are you the only child in your family? 
No, the middle child. 
Has the older child graduated from high school already? 
Yes. 
Did the father of your child graduate from high school? 
No, he got a GED. 
What is he doing now? 
He’s a technician at the Toyota dealership. 
Will you be walking at graduation? 
Oh yes, I will! 
Interview with Thomas, graduate of High School B, African American male 
Congratulations on being a graduate!   
Yeah!  I’m so happy! 
What have been your challenges and obstacles since your return to high school up to the 
completion of requirements for graduation? 
Well, uh, my challenges?  Doubt.  Doubt that I just wouldn’t finish everything and 
wouldn’t pass that test again.  I didn’t even try over the summer when I had a chance.  By 
then, I have just gave up on everything.  I was like, just forget, I’ll go get my GED.  So 
doubt was it.   
So you felt doubt when you returned that you might not make it? 
Yeah.  When I did come back, there was doubt, and when I got to take the test again, I 
was prayed up.  From the point I took the test to the time I had to wait to find out about 
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the results, I was just prayed up.  Doubt and prayer.  Doubt was my challenge.   But I 
finished and I passed the test. 
I’m glad you didn’t give up. 
Me neither! 
How have your experiences in high school been different this time as compared to before 
you dropped out of high school? 
Oh, good, I’d have to say good. 
What made it different this time? 
I was more comfortable.  I don’t know why, but I was.  I just had more confidence. 
Do you think you gave more effort, or was it about the same as before? 
Well, I think I gave good effort all the time, but this time I was more confident, especially 
when I took the test.  I don’t know.  I can’t explain it.  I just knew that this was it if I was 
going to finish.  My friends had already graduated, so I had to do it now.  Just get it done 
and no messing around.  Maybe there’re wasn’t so many distractions. 
How will the attainment of a high school diploma influence your future? 
Oh!  It’s going to help me get a better job.  It’s going to help to me be able to go to 
college. 
Tell me about where you want to go to college and what you want to do. 
I want to be a mortician and own my own funeral home one day.  I want to do good stuff. 
Where do you go to get training for that? 
Oh, there’s a college in Atlanta called Gupton-Jones Funeral Home Services. 
Fantastic!  So you are excited about this? 
Oh yes! 
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Could you pursue this without a high school diploma? 
Oh no.  I’m sure, no. 
So you feel your high school diploma is definitely going to help you? 
Yes, ma’am, it sure will. 
I can’t help but notice that you are smiling constantly. 
Yes, you see me!  I can’t help it.  I’m happy!  It still all so fresh in my brain that I’m 
finished!  I’m finished and I passed that test! 
I’m happy for you, too!  Ok, what recommendations can you make to high schools in this 
district to keep students from dropping out in their senior year? 
First, just don’t give up.  I think teachers need to do more teacher-student instead of 
teacher-class.  With me, if I’m like sitting in front of a computer all day, that’s boring.  I 
want to do classes normal. 
When you are talking about teachers in the classroom, are you referring to teachers 
conducting test reviews or teachers actually teaching a course? 
Well, everything, because you have to the courses in order to get to the review.  The 
classes need to be more interesting and the teachers need to focus more on each student 
instead of just a whole class. 
What kind of graduation test reviews would you recommend? 
Games and activities to help you remember stuff. 
How did you do your reviews? 
On the computer.  It was boring.  I don’t think it helped me at all. 
There’re lots of students who didn’t pass that test, as you know.  What kind of reviews do 
you think most of them did? 
  
252 
 
I think most of them did it on the computer.  Wait, now that you said that, most of us did 
do the reviews on the computer. 
So you would recommend…? 
Face-to-face with teachers.  Interesting, though.  Talking about it.  Too many students fail 
the social studies test and they just give up, like me.  Then they don’t graduate.  It’s 
crazy, because it’s like all that work for so many years for nothing.  The classes and 
reviews need to be more interesting. 
Do you have any other suggestions? 
Um, no, I can’t really think of anything right now. 
Thank you for talking to me, and again, congratulations on completing your graduation 
requirements! 
Thank you so much! 
Interview with Kyle, graduate of non-traditional high school, Caucasian male 
Congratulations!  You’ve finished all your requirements for your high school diploma!  
That’s awesome! 
Oh, it’s amazing!  I’m so happy! 
What have been your challenges and obstacles since your return to high school up to the 
completion of requirements for graduation? 
My challenges were basically me staying motivated to do it, and just like, me actually 
getting to school to do it because I haven’t had a car and I just had so much chaos going 
on in my life with work and everything else, like my family, and trying to care about 
school.  Really, that’s pretty much the biggest obstacle I had.  There were other little 
obstacles, but not major like the motivation. 
Do you still have a job? 
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No, not right now, because I’m getting ready to move. 
But when you first returned to high school, you had a job, right? 
Yes.  
So personal motivation was your biggest obstacle? 
Oh yes. 
How have your experiences in high school been different this time as compared to before 
you dropped out of high school? 
Well, I’ve had a lot of one on one time in night school this time, and that’s what I really 
needed, personal help.  When I went to the other high school, kids were always immature 
and the school was so big and there were so many kids in one class and I couldn’t 
concentrate.  It’s hard to get personal help and get stuff done and actually do my work.  
There was always so much talking and so much going on in the classes I was in, so it was 
just hard to get the work done.  So, now it’s like everything was so much easier because 
the format of the work was better. 
What do you mean by the “format of the work?” 
The E2020. 
So that worked for you? 
Yeah, E2020 worked excellent for me. 
What about the pacing of the coursework with E2020?  How did that work for you? 
I liked it a lot better than being in a big class.  I like how I can get my work done at 
school, not have to go home and do so much homework that didn’t matter.  I mean, I 
needed to get to the work that was straight to the point.  There was no second-hand stuff 
to do just to do, basically, like busy work. 
  
254 
 
I know that one of the things you accomplished upon your return was passing the social 
studies test. 
Yes.  Yes, I was so happy about that. 
How many times had you taken it before? 
Once. 
Did that have any impact on you dropping out of high school before? 
No, not really.  But I really did want to pass that test the first time. 
Did you pass the other tests the first time? 
Yes.  I passed all the other tests the first time. 
Did you have any academic difficulties when you were in high school before?  Did you 
fail any courses? 
When I put my heart and my mind into it, no.  I was smart enough to do the work when I 
studied and did all that, but whenever I got lazy and had no motivation, I failed.  But it 
was only at the end of my, before I dropped out, that I started failing.  And that’s 
basically because I just gave up, not because I couldn’t do the work. 
You’ve now completed all your requirements for graduation.  How will the attainment of 
a high school diploma influence your future? 
It’s changed my whole life. 
Talk to me about that. 
It’s, it’s done everything for me that I could dream of.  I’m about to go to college, I’m 
getting a car, my whole family sees me as a person.  It’s absolutely the best thing that 
could happen to me in my whole life so far. 
When you say your family sees you as a different person, what do you mean by that? 
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I mean, back in the day whenever I was growing up and going through my high school 
years, I was the kid who got in trouble outside of school.  I was the kid that was doing 
wrong, that was into drugs, into everything that I wasn’t supposed to be in just because I 
wanted to have fun and I couldn’t see my whole future ahead of me.  I was living in the 
moment instead of the time I needed to be living in.  I was blinded by all the fun and all 
the other stuff that was getting to me, the money and other stuff, well, I didn’t care.  But 
now I can actually get my diploma and I opened my eyes and I’m like, “Wow! I’m going 
to make something of myself in life!”  It means everything to me.  It’s changed my whole 
life completely. 
You have stated you are going to college now.  What do you want to study? 
Business. 
You’re going to use that degree to do what, hopefully? 
Well, my grandfather said that he’d let me come to work for him at one of his financial 
firms.   He’s planning on retiring not too long after I graduate and me and my 
grandmother and my grandfather have already talked about how I’m going to eventually 
take his spot.  That would mean everything to me again. 
Would he have trusted you to do that without you having your high school diploma? 
No. No, not at all.  I would not be able to have any part in his business if I hadn’t gotten 
my diploma. 
So, college is the next step for you. 
Definitely. 
What recommendations can you make to high schools in this district to keep students 
from dropping out in their senior year? 
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If I would have actually sat back and looked at what I can gain from getting a high school 
diploma, and what I can gain from going to college, and how much more you get out of 
graduation instead of getting a GED, and I’m not saying a GED is bad, but a high school 
diploma is always better than a GED, because you’re a graduate.  It’s, well, it’s 
wonderful. 
Is there anyone at the high school you were at before that could have made a difference 
in your decision to drop out? 
No, not really.  I was too stubborn.  I just didn’t care. 
Did anyone try to get you back into high school after you dropped out? 
No, not really.  And I guess that’s another thing.  The school’s just so big and they didn’t 
have time to worry about just one student personally, and I mean, uh, yeah, it kinda 
bothered me.  I had people on my side that wanted me to stay but really wasn’t trying to 
get me to stay. 
Are you talking about people at the school? 
Yes.  That was basically just my counselor and my teachers. 
There was no outreach to you when you stopped coming? 
No.  Definitely, no. 
No phone calls, no letters? 
No. 
Social worker visits? 
Nope.  Nothing.  But all I can really say is stay in school.  It will benefit you so much 
more by staying in school than by dropping out.  It can literally change your life. 
What are your feelings right now? 
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Excitement.  Just excitement really.  I can’t wait to move and start college.  I’m so 
excited about that, knowing that I, like, three months ago I was worried about if I was 
going to graduate or not.  Now, it’s the waiting and anxiety about leaving for college. 
So it’s exciting? 
It’s so exciting! 
I’m so proud of you. 
Thank you, thank you so much! 
Interview with Tara, graduate of High School B, African American female 
Congratulations on finishing all your requirements for graduation! 
Thank you! 
What have been your challenges and obstacles since your return to high school up to the 
completion of requirements for graduation? 
Well, at first I just felt like I was a failure, like, nothing was going my way.  It seemed 
like I had studied and worked so hard, but I couldn’t pass the social studies graduation 
test.  I mean, it was like I would think I had passed it, but then I didn’t.  I’d be taking it 
and looking at it and I thought, “Oh, I don’t remember none of that!”  So your mind is 
going everywhere.  You really don’t remember nothing.  So, you just got to keep trying.  
And that’s what is so hard for me.  It’s just, well, I been so stressful.  My grandma, my 
family, they was just saying how they don’t think I would, well my grandma did, but my 
family didn’t think I was going to go back to school and graduate and pass that test.  
Most of them didn’t graduate, but they still went on with their life.  But, I told my 
grandmother I wasn’t going to give up this time.  My family kept telling me just to go to 
Job Corps (education training program for low-income students seeking diploma or 
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GED).  I said I was not going there.  I was like, I didn’t do all that work for nothing.  So, 
I came back. 
Did you have feelings of frustration or stress that graduating possibly wouldn’t happen 
for you? 
Oh yeah, I thought I’d never pass that test and the class to prepare for it.  But I did! 
You’ve been back at school since early this fall.  You’ve taken your last class and 
prepared for that test once again.  How have your experiences in high school been 
different this time as compared to before you dropped out of high school? 
Well, this time is was a little easier.  You don’t have the stress on your back of so many 
classes.  You don’t get sleepy, but I like to sleep!  But I didn’t go to sleep in class, not 
one time that I was there.  I was actually focused and interested in what the teacher had to 
say.  But before, before I stopped coming, I’d laugh with my friends in class, and I went 
to sleep in class.  It’s just like, I don’t know, the work was boring and the teachers were 
boring, so I just wanted to go to sleep! So, that’s how I think it was different.  I didn’t 
feel bored like before.  I just wanted to finish. 
How will the attainment of a diploma influence your future? 
Oh boy!  Get into college, better job and a future, just basically a better time. 
Tell me about this job that you hope to have. 
Well, I want to go to college and get my master’s in criminal justice and I want to be a 
correctional or probation officer. 
Great!  When do you see yourself starting college so you can achieve that goal? 
As soon as possible. 
Have you started talking to or applying to different colleges? 
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I’ve done a couple, but I still have to do more.  Right now, I can’t figure out which 
college I really want to go to.  I don’t want to go too far from my grandmother.  But I 
also don’t want to stay too close (laughs). 
In other words, you want some independence? 
Oh yes! 
What recommendations can you make to high schools in this district to keep students 
from dropping out in their senior year? 
Most of all, just keep trying, don’t give up.  You’ve been in school your whole life, since 
pre-k!  I mean, I don’t even know if they call pre-k school or not, but those teachers made 
you color, and that was a lot of work (laughs again).  Really though, they need better 
teaching techniques, not just putting a book in front of you.  All you see is words, and 
that’s just boring.  Teachers need to put some excitement in their teaching, get the 
students excited. 
Did you experience exciting classes in high school? 
The only exciting classes I were my electives, like P.E., art, and classes like that.  But the 
other classes, no. 
Did you meet very often with your counselors? 
Hmm, I’d have to say, the only time I remember meeting with them was about the 
graduation tests, or if there was a class I wasn’t passing, I needed to talk to them.  But 
that was it. 
Did you have a good relationship with most of your classroom teachers, especially those 
core classes like English, math, science and social studies? 
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I had a good relationship with all my teachers, it’s the work.  The work was hard.  Like, I 
didn’t think I was rude or anything like that to my teachers, unless I was frustrated, and 
you know when you’re frustrated, you don’t want to talk.  When the teacher called my 
name, you don’t want to tell no answers, because you feel like, oh it’s wrong, so why try? 
Do you think they knew you were frustrated and struggling? 
I mean, they probably did, and maybe some didn’t.  They probably didn’t sense that I 
wasn’t my regular self because I laugh a lot.  I don’t know, they probably did think that 
something was wrong with me and I was frustrated with the work. 
You said you laughed a lot.  Do you think you were covering up your frustrations? 
Oh yeah (laughs). 
So what I’m hearing you say is that teachers should provide more engaging lessons for 
students. 
Uh-huh. 
Do you have any suggestions for how the high school might better prepare students for 
the graduation tests, especially knowing how you struggled to pass them? 
Well, something that isn’t just sit and listen, or computer reviews.  It needs to be reviews 
that are interesting and different, because I did the same kind over and over and I just 
didn’t pass the tests.  But I did this time, I mean pass the social studies test! 
I’m really proud of you for giving high school another chance and finally succeeding! 
I’m so happy, too! 
Interview with Faith, graduate of non-traditional high school, Caucasian female 
Congratulations on completing all your high school requirements!  How does it feel? 
I feel great!  I’m glad.  I’m accomplished! 
Accomplished.  I like that! 
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What have been your challenges and obstacles since your return to high school up to the 
completion of requirement s for graduation? 
Uhm, mostly it was transportation and having someone to watch my baby.  Me and my 
parents, well, we’re on a difficult level and they don’t approve of everything I do, so 
when I do something they don’t like, they refuse to watch my child.  Then, that makes it 
so I can’t come to school or do my work.  They don’t want to watch her even for a couple 
of hours. 
Are your parents supportive of you returning to high school? 
They’re supportive in me coming back and finishing because they knew how important is 
was for me to do to even get a career.  But if I ticked them off even just a little bit, they 
didn’t care if it was important or not. 
So not watching your baby was a consequence? 
Yeah, it definitely hurt me.  But I tried to finish, and I got done, whether they liked it or 
not.  I got done, and I’m glad.  I’m glad I got done. 
Who were you able to rely on if they weren’t able to keep your baby? 
Uhm, friends, that’s about it.  And if I didn’t have friends that could, then I just had to 
stay at home and not come to school. 
How did you get to and from school? 
My parents and my boyfriend. 
Do you drive? 
No, I don’t drive. 
How have your experiences in high school been different this time as compared to before 
you dropped out of high school? 
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Um, I felt like I got more help from the teachers than I would have in a classroom at the 
regular high school.  They gave us breaks in between our classes.  In regular school, you 
in classes for hours and hours on end, and now they have block scheduling, so you’re in 
the classroom for even longer.  You might get a pass to go to the restroom if you’re 
lucky.  In the night high school, you get a few more breaks and it really helps to relax 
your brain and cool down from working, working, working non-stop. 
Were there any other things about the evening high school that worked for you? 
I could work at my own pace and I could do what I thought was enough for me.  I mean, 
I’m going to work at my own pace anyway, and in the regular high school you had to do 
the work then and there.  If you didn’t keep up, you fell behind.  At the night school, I 
could work at my own pace but still get the work done and finish what I needed to finish 
at my own pace. 
What about the attendance policy? 
Oh, that helped me a lot because a lot of times I couldn’t come to school because of my 
child or because I was sick.  If I was sick, then she would get sick.  We live in the same 
household, so either way one of us was going to be sick.  It helped me a lot, because if 
she was sick I could stay home and take care of her and there were a lot of days I couldn’t 
make it to school.  If there was an attendance policy like High School A, then I wouldn’t 
ever be done with school. 
How would your attendance, since your return to high school, have been affected if you 
had gone back to High School A? 
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Well, I would have failed the courses or lost my driver’s license even though I don’t 
drive, either or one of the two because of the days I would have had to miss.  I would 
have already failed at the regular high school. 
How do you think the attainment of a high school diploma will influence your future? 
Um, it’s definitely gonna help me get a better job and allow me to get enrolled in college, 
and figure out what kind of career I want in the future.  I don’t know what I want to do 
yet, but I do know just going to college and getting my core classes is just one more step 
toward figuring it out.  Then once I start something, like culinary arts, or something like 
that, it will help me get a career that I can stay in instead of just working at a fast food 
restaurant for the rest of my life. 
When do you see yourself enrolling in college? 
Um, probably not this semester coming up, but the next one, probably next fall semester. 
Do you know what you need to do to enroll in college? 
Yes, I do. 
What recommendations can you make to high schools in this district to keep students 
from dropping out in their senior year? 
Um, like putting in daycares.  You know, maybe not at both high schools, but at least at 
one of the high schools and make it optional what high school you go to.  That would 
help a lot.  I’m not just targeting pregnant students, but the majority of girls who drop out 
these days are pregnant and they don’t have any other options but to drop out.  I think 
putting in daycares and classes that will help people that are in the same situation as me, 
because I dropped out when I was pregnant and I felt alone, and I felt like my school 
wasn’t giving me any more options other than to drop out.  They wouldn’t, you know, 
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change my classes because I was sick in the morning and I was never there, and I felt like 
my only option was to drop out because I couldn’t get up for school every morning 
without being sick.  I had a huge belly and I couldn’t even miss 5 minutes of class 
because I was puking in the bathroom. 
Did your counselors ever talk to you about options you might could have considered 
instead of dropping out? 
Uh, the only option they gave me was to go to PLC (all computer classes), but I had 
already done PLC and I had left PLC and went back to High School A and that was the 
only other option they gave me. 
How would PLC been any different? 
It probably wouldn’t have been any different because they have the same attendance 
policy.  At PLC I just knew all the teachers, and I loved the teachers, but I just didn’t like 
the way the system worked.  I was at PLC for about a year and a half and the reason I left 
is because they’re really lenient and I was talkative and I cut up with people and the 
teachers let us get away with it and I wasn’t going to graduate anyway. 
How do you feel now that you’ve finished requirements for graduation? 
I’m glad.  I’m happy.  I’m excited.  I just want to scream at the top of my lungs because it 
took me forever to get here and now that I’m done, I won’t ever have to look back or 
walk through those doors again and feel like I’m not finished with high school. 
Are you proud of yourself? 
(Smiles big)….I am, definitely, definitely. 
Did you see yourself in this position a year ago? 
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No, never.  I didn’t realize when I was going to finish when I came back to high school 
just because I was too busy thinking about my family and with a baby, I’m like, when am 
I going to have time to finish something for myself?  But then, I realized I had to finish 
because of her, because of my child.  I had to finish for myself.   
You say you had to finish because of your child.  Why do you think you have to do it for 
her? 
Uh, not just because of statistics, because a lot of statistics show that if you’re a young 
mom, your kid is more likely to be a young parent, and it’s, well, I don’t want her to be 
like me.  I want her to know that I finished school, and that if it does happen to her, I 
want her to know that you can do it, and you can go back get a diploma.  I want her to 
know that I support her and that I support her in that I went back to school and it’s the 
only way I made it.  I don’t have a job right now and I’m barely making it.  It’s hard, so 
just, even if I didn’t finish school, I probably would be just working in a fast food 
restaurant and that’s nothing I want to do at all. 
Well, I’m very proud of you and I know that you’re proud of yourself. 
I am. 
Are you going to walk at graduation? 
Yes, I am!  And my daughter will be there. 
 
  
  
266 
 
 
Focus Group Interview 
Researcher:  I’d like to thank each of you for coming to the interview today.  I hope to get 
your perspective in regards to four similar questions I’ve asked before during your 
individual interviews.  Today, you will have a chance to share and interact with one 
another.  As you hear others say something, it might make you think of something else 
you’d like to say.  Feel free to respond to each other.  This is a setting in which you can 
say what you like.  I encourage you to be verbal and express your thoughts. 
Why do you think students drop out of high school in their senior year? 
Kay:  One reason is having a baby. 
Researcher:  Would you like to tell us about your experience with that? 
Kay:  Well, I had every intention of going back to experience all of my high school, but 
my baby  came when it was time to start my senior year.  I just couldn’t go back to 
school; I didn’t want to leave him. 
Researcher:  So you dropped out because you had a baby? 
Kay:  Yes 
Researcher:  Anyone else? 
Charlie:  Having a full-time job. 
Researcher:  What did having a full-time job mean to you? 
Charlie:  I was caught up in a lot of bills, like car payment, insurance, gas, helping my 
mom. 
Researcher:  So it wasn’t just for you, it was a family situation? 
Charlie:  Uh-huh.  My family needed the help. 
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Researcher:  So you needed the job.  Do you think other students ever drop out because 
they have to work? 
Trey:  Oh yes, I know some. 
Rose:  I just stopped going because I was staying up late at night and I was moving 
around with my mom in town a lot.  It was like, I just had no interest then. 
Researcher:  So you really just didn’t want to go? 
Rose:  Yep, that’s it. 
Researcher:  Do any of you know students who drop out of school for seemingly no good 
reason at all? 
All in unison:  Yes (nodding heads and looking at one another). 
Researcher:  Why do you think they just quit after making it all the way to being a senior? 
Rose:  Constant failure, tired of the cycle, I guess, just so used to failure. 
Researcher:  Can you tell me what you mean by “so used to failure?” 
Rose:  Just never doing well in school since they were little; they don’t know what it feels 
like to be successful. 
Researcher:  Have any of you felt that way? 
Charlie, Rose, Trey, Thomas, Tara, Faith:  Oh yes, lots of time, you bet, definitely, a lot. 
Researcher:  How many of you failed a course in high school? (All but Kay raise their 
hands and nod their heads). 
Trey:  I failed many. 
Researcher, to Trey:  By the time you were a senior, what were your feelings about high 
school? 
Trey:  I thought I’d quit sooner than I did. 
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Rose:  I hated it. 
Faith:  Me too. 
Researcher:  Do you think there were reasons other than academics that frustrated 
students and caused them to quit? 
Rose:  Yeah, I mean, I was good in school, always, and made good grades.  I just 
couldn’t deal with all the people around me because I was so….I didn’t even really talk 
because I was so socially awkward.  I was just like, oh my God, I can’t be around these 
people.  I was just anxious, and, I don’t know… 
Researcher:  You said, “Socially awkward.”  Do you think that’s a problem some 
students have? 
Rose:  Oh yeah, for sure. 
Researcher:  Has anyone else in the group ever felt socially awkward? 
Kay:  Yep 
Tara:  Well, your friends can get you into trouble, too, like mess you up.  They’d be like 
trying to be all popular, or whatever, so the things they did kind of messed you up too, 
because you don’t know how to act around them anymore. 
Researcher:  You have each shared with me the reasons you dropped out of high school.  
Think about other people you know who have dropped out in their senior year.  What 
were some of the reasons they dropped out? 
Rose:  My friend, she had like only two credits left and she said that she just couldn’t, 
well, she was living with her boyfriend then and she just stopped coming.  He was a bad 
influence on her.  He talked her into moving in with him, and he wanted to party all the 
time, and he was older than her, so she just quit.  She used to be in honors classes, had 
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straight A’s, and never missed school.  But then she met him.  She got a taste of that 
freedom.  She moved out of her parents’ house and just didn’t care anymore, I guess. 
Tara:  My friend, she did the same thing when she was a senior because she was 18 years 
old.  She moved out of her mom’s house and got in with a bad crowd.  She got really 
messed up.  She hasn’t been back to school since then. 
Researcher:  Do you think getting caught up in the “wrong” crowd, one that doesn’t go 
to school but should be, has an influence?  Maybe what the crowed is doing appears to 
be fun? 
Rose:  Oh, it doesn’t even have to be a crowd.  It only takes one person to influence you. 
Faith:  Uh-huh (agreeing). 
Trey:  Yep. 
Kay:  That was the issue with my son’s daddy.  He never finished.  He ending up getting 
his GED instead and works and everything now, but it still doesn’t mean as much as if he 
had gotten his diploma.  And I think, too, which is part of his problem and plenty of other 
people’s problems, is that his mom acted like she didn’t really care if he graduated.  He 
didn’t have that support system like he did with his dad.  But he didn’t live with his dad 
anymore, so he just quit going. 
Researcher:  You brought up something that I’d like to hear the group talk about, which 
is a support system.  There’re two types of support I’d like to you talk to me about, which 
is that support you should get from school and the support you should get from your 
family.  Have any of you experienced a lack of either of those, or do you know of people 
who experienced a lack of support that might have contributed to them dropping out? 
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Tara:  Well, I got some crazy family members!  I got some family members that will be 
like, on my side, and then we got some we call “haters,” because they didn’t graduate.  
So they want to put you down and say like…well, I ain’t saying what they say.  But then, 
my grandma, she was there 100% for me. 
Researcher:  So you have family members who are supportive, and some who aren’t 
supportive and those who aren’t supportive are the ones who were a hindrance, or who 
were trying to keep you from finishing high school? 
Rose:  Well, like my dad, he pushed me real hard to finish and said he’d help me get a car 
when I graduated.  But my mom, she wanted me to graduate but she like didn’t push me 
to do it.  She didn’t really say anything to me about it.  She was more like, “Just do 
whatever you want to do.”  So I think if it wasn’t for my dad there for me, and my 
grandparents, I might not have come back to school. 
Researcher:  You think, then, that family support has something to do with whether or not 
a person graduates or not? 
Rose:  Really, a person craves their mother and father’s support and if they don’t have 
that, they’re going to feel really crappy, and it’s going to take a lot of inside (pointing to 
her hear)… 
Tara:  Yeah, that’s right. 
Rose:  I figure if they don’t care, why should anybody else care? 
Researcher:  You’ve given me some good reasons that students might drop out of school 
in their senior year.  What I’ve heard you say is students drop out because of having 
children, the need for having a full-time job, having a lack of family support, and apathy.  
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Apathy is just not caring.  Also getting caught up in the wrong crowd is a reason.  Have I 
left out anything?   Oh, and the feeling of constant failure? (All nod in unison). 
The next question is: What are the primary differences you see between the traditional 
high schools and the non-traditional high school in this district?  In other words, what 
are the differences between the base high school you attended and for those of you who 
attended it, the non-traditional high school? 
Rose:  At the non-traditional high school, you’re pretty much like, not in a huge class 
where a teacher is trying to teach a big group at the same time.  You’re doing things on 
your own at your own pace, so for some people that might be easier. 
Researcher:  Did any of you feel that the pace in the traditional, or regular high school 
was too fast or too slow for you? 
Thomas:  I don’t know, I just got bored with it, but I stayed anyway. 
Trey:  Uh, well, I was on the computer all the time.   It was all right, because when I was 
in a regular class with teachers, I was always getting into trouble.  I couldn’t do the work, 
and I couldn’t concentrate, and I’d start to cut up, then I’d get into trouble and get thrown 
out of class.  I needed them to read the stuff to me in the regular classes.  If I can’t read it, 
then I’m talking.  If I wasn’t getting the work done, then I was doing this and that and 
causing trouble. 
Researcher:  Thank you for your honesty, Trey.  You can acknowledge that you had some 
difficulties with reading.  That was really tough for you. 
Trey:  Yeah, yeah. 
Researcher:  So if you can’t read the material, you’re not… 
Trey:  (finishes sentence)…learning. 
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Researcher:  So you misbehaved instead? 
Trey:  Right!  Exactly, to keep from letting people know how bad it was. 
Researcher:  Do you think the teachers were aware of how bad it was for you, reading, 
that is? 
Trey:  Yes, I was always telling them. 
Researcher:  And their reactions when you tried to tell them? 
Trey:  (mimicking a teacher’s voice)… “Well, Trey, you can’t be misbehaving!” (Class 
laughs in unison at Trey’s mimic). 
Researcher:  Did you ever have teachers come into your classes sometimes to help you 
with reading? 
Trey:  Yes, sometimes, but I didn’t learn to read.  They just read stuff to me. 
Researcher:  But you at least acknowledge that your behavior was part of your issues that 
you had, and you were put out of the classroom a lot for that. 
Trey:  Yeah, I was always talking, being disrespectful, not doing what they told me to do. 
Researcher:  Do you feel you had a strong family support? 
Trey:  Yes ma’am.  They always wanted me to do better. 
Researcher:  What about support from the school, such as your teachers or counselors? 
Trey:  It made me feel good about my teachers who were behind me, like Mr. W. and Ms. 
H. (special education), but there were a lot of people who didn’t care. 
Researcher:  What can any of you share about other things you feel were different 
between the two schools?   
Faith:  The non-traditional high school really worked for me because it worked around 
my schedule.  When I was at the regular high school, before I had my baby, I was 
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pregnant and I was getting sick all the time and just felt like, well, they didn’t care.  Like 
it was my fault I got pregnant, which it was, but they didn’t show that they cared about 
me at all.  I just stopped going to school because I was sick all the time from being 
pregnant and now that I’ve had her, I can’t always get a babysitter for her.  Her daddy 
works, and my parents work and they’re not there for me too much anyway.  If I’m at 
school, I have to have somebody with her, and I can’t afford daycare, so I couldn’t go to 
regular school. 
Researcher:  So the flexibility in attendance and hours of the non-traditional high school 
helped you? 
Faith:  Yes, it really did. 
Researcher:  Did flexibility help anyone else in this group? 
Kay:  My situation is like the same thing as Faith’s.  His daddy is a big part of my baby’s 
life and everything, but he works all day, every day.  So he couldn’t keep him during the 
day, and both my parents work.  My mom even works out of state some, so she wasn’t 
always around.  That even goes back to the whole family support thing.  Mine was mostly 
other grandparents, grandparents that aren’t even my real family but is a part of my 
baby’s family.  So having the flexibility to attend in the evening and even work from the 
computer at home when I could was really helpful.   
Researcher:  How did you feel about the times of day that the traditional and non-
traditional high schools met? 
Rose:  When I was with my mom, I couldn’t wake up in the mornings.  I would never 
hear my alarm clock, and my mom would never hear hers, so I’d finally wake up and see 
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it was like 9 in the morning already and I’d say like, “Oh well.”  So going to the non-
traditional high school worked for me because I knew I was awake in the afternoons. 
Kay:  I know somebody who also goes to the night high school.  He works during the day 
and goes to school when he gets off. 
Researcher:  Is the job important to that person; in other words, is it necessary to work 
the hours he does? 
Kay:  Yes, because it pays better. 
Researcher:  Moving on to the next question…What suggestions can you make to our high 
schools to keep seniors from dropout out? 
Faith:  Well, not just in my case, but in anybody’s case, a daycare at one of the high 
schools would help a lot, because regular daycare is too expensive and it’s ridiculous the 
cost.  So I have to stay home and take care of her myself rather than try to pay those 
prices.  I know some of my friends who have already dropped out because they have kids 
now and they don’t have anybody to watch their children so they can go back to school.  
It would help a lot if there was a daycare to help them.  Even if they had it at just one 
high school. 
Kay (chimes in): Yes. 
Faith:  If you could choose to go to the high school with a daycare, then those girls might 
be able to go back to school or maybe not have dropped out at all.  I think that would 
keep a lot of people from dropping out. 
Kay:  I agree.  I heard of places now where there are high schools specifically for teen 
parents.  They have the free daycare to help the parents go to school and there’s even 
some places, like out on the West coast, that they even provide transportation for the 
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students and their children.  They even have nice buses and car seats for the babies and 
little children, just to keep the parents in school. 
Researcher:  What I’m hearing you say is that a daycare center to help provide services 
for teen parents so they can continue to go to school during the day, and maybe even 
transportation to help transport the small children to the daycare.  Is that correct? 
Kay, Faith:  Yes. 
Researcher:  What are some other services or supports that you think are needed to help 
keep our seniors in school? 
Thomas:  Well, sometimes they might tell you that that as a senior, you’ve missed a 
certain amount of days and even though you’re passing some of those classes, they still 
tell you that you can’t graduate because you’ve missed too many days.  So maybe they 
should work with the student so you could graduate. 
Researcher:  When you say “they,” who are these people you feel need to work with you? 
Thomas:  Well, I’m not really sure, but there’s the rule about if you miss more than a 
certain number of days, you pretty much failed the semester.  So someone who might 
have problems, like transportation or health stuff, and couldn’t come but still are passing 
classes but are told they can’t get the credits because of absences, well, it makes them just 
want to give up and not come anymore or not come back the next semester.  There’s no 
point in trying. 
Researcher:  So what I’m hearing you say is the schools should take another look at their 
policy reflecting absences and passing grades, regardless of the number of absences. 
Thomas:  Yeah. 
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Researcher:  Thank you for your suggestion.  What do you suggest schools do to help 
those students are can’t pass certain graduation tests?  You know that a passing grade is 
required in order to graduate. 
Thomas, Tara:  Study groups (in unison). 
Faith:  I didn’t feel like study groups helped me at all.  Whenever I was at PLC and 
before I went back to High School A, I felt we got pulled out of class early to go to study 
groups and I felt that they didn’t help at all.  I failed that social studies test so many 
times, no lie, and finally I just had to stop going to the study groups and I studied on my 
own before I passed.  They just kept giving up all these packets to read and it was like 
cram, cram, cram and it didn’t help me to read that stuff by myself.  I’d like the people 
who do those tests to look at how many times people actually do take that test and keep 
trying and make exceptions for them trying so many times.  I mean, it’s ridiculous how 
many times some people take it and never pass. 
Researcher:  I’m sure you realize that not all people learn the same way.  Some of you 
are saying study groups would have helped, but at least one of you feel that they didn’t 
help at all. 
Tara:  What helped me the most was when I came back to school, the night school let me 
come to its study sessions and it helped me a lot.  It was really different what they did.  I 
mean, when I did what they offered at High School A, I failed it as many times as she did 
(pointing to Faith).  So it seemed like nothing was working until I did the study group 
with the night school.  I passed it that time. 
Researcher:  What was different about those study sessions? 
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Tara:  Well, for one, it wasn’t boring.  It was like the materials she gave us made sense.  
It was easier to understand.  We did activities and games, and she had little prizes for us 
that made it fun and all.  I remembered the stuff. 
Trey:  Well, I had to take the reading test a lot of times.  I wish we had ways to get 
together to study or get ready for it. 
Researcher:  Was anything like that offered to you? 
Trey:  No, ma’am. 
Researcher:  What was offered to you to help you prepare for the language arts test? 
Trey:  Sometimes they came and took me out of one class to go to another class and do 
stuff on the computer and that was in my senior year and I had already failed it a few 
times.  But anyway, I wasn’t offered anything like what they had (pointing to some of the 
others).  But they kept telling me I could take it as many times as I needed, but then I 
wasn’t going to graduate because I couldn’t ever pass it. 
Researcher:  When you went out for the test preparations, what were the different ways 
they helped you get ready for it? 
Trey:  It was always the same, just work on the computer.  I couldn’t ever pass the test, 
though, until finally that last time after I decided to come back. 
Researcher:  It sounds like what you’re saying is that a different approach for test 
preparation for you might have been more helpful. 
Trey: (laughs) Anything else would have been better and I would have tried it, but I kept 
doing whatever they told me to do. 
Charlie:  Well, I didn’t go to anything to get ready for the social studies test after failing 
it a few times.  I just felt stupid.  I was nearly 20.  Teachers made me feel stupid, too.  
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The results would come back and I had failed it again and they’d just say, “Why aren’t 
you trying harder?”  I mean, that’s what they said. 
Researcher:  I am really interested in what you just had to say.  “The teachers made me 
feel stupid.  I was nearly 20.”  What happened that makes you say that? 
Charlie:  Well, my counselor pulled me to his office and asked me, “Are you even 
trying?”  I told him, yeah I’m trying.  And one of my teachers even said to me, “Well, 
you must not be trying too hard.  You failed it for the third time.”  That just made me feel 
even more stupid (hangs head and looks down). 
Researcher:  Have any others of you had teachers that made you feel like Charlie did?  In 
other words, made you feel like you were the one not trying when you really felt like you 
were? 
Charlie:  I even was sitting in class one day and heard the teacher talking about their 
paycheck the entire class.  I mean, they were more concerned about their paycheck during 
class time than teaching us. 
Tara: Yeah, those are the kind of teachers that don’t like to teach; they just like to get 
under your skin (lots of chuckles from the group).  Makes you wanna snap on them (more 
laughs)!  Then when we feel like that, we get kicked outta class, and we get into trouble. 
Researcher:  What I’m hearing you say is that you feel there are some teachers who are 
not committed to teaching or ensuring you are prepared for the tests you have to take to 
graduate.  Are they any other suggestions you might have our high schools to keep 
seniors in school?  We’ve talked about daycare, more compassionate teachers, different 
types of test preparations to help students struggling to pass the exams…anything else? 
Tara: Talk to them more.  Try to get them back in. 
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Researcher:  Do you think the schools are reaching out to students who aren’t attending? 
Unison of voices:  No, not at all, are you kidding? 
Kay:  I think the administrators ought to really do their part more.  Like, I was in all the 
AP and honor classes and was the straight A student all the time.  So when I got pregnant, 
everybody was like, “Why are YOU pregnant?”  I feel like that’s the first the 
administrators had actually ever paid attention to me at school, and with my son’s daddy, 
it was just the opposite.  He was the bad kid and the class clown and that’s what got him 
attention.  I mean, even to this day if I were to go to High School B with him and we 
walked in together, all the administrators would be like, “Hey, how are you?” to him and 
be all nice to him because of his reputation.  They knew him.  They never knew me.  
Never. 
Researcher:  Are you saying they knew him because of his behavior, but didn’t know you 
because you had no behavior problems? 
Kay:  Exactly.  They never seemed to reach out to the kids who are actually trying, but to 
the kids who weren’t trying, well, it was like they were always trying to be their friends.  
I mean, I know they were doing their job to help them and figure out what their problems 
are and keep them in school.  But still. 
Researcher:  I’m quite interested in the fact that when I asked if you feel the schools 
reach out to those students who aren’t attending or who have just quit coming, I noticed 
that most of you shook your head.  I’d like for you to tell me if you personally know about 
that, from experience, or what you’ve known has happened to others.  Why do you feel 
the schools don’t reach out?  What do they need to do? 
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Faith:  Well, they could send letters.  But a lot of those students who don’t come to 
school, their parents don’t even care either.  So if a letter comes in the mail, they’re not 
going to care that there’s a letter.  They’re still not going to come.   
Researcher:  What kind of connection do you think the schools need to make? 
Rose:  Personal phone calls.  Even if you can’t get that person, call their friends to try and 
locate them.  Let them know how many credits they have left and how close they are to 
graduating.  Help them figure out a plan.  But the schools don’t call.  They see how close 
some students are to graduating but they also see how many days they’ve missed and 
they’re like, “Oh well, they’re done, I guess.”  They just don’t call them and tell them to 
come in and let’s try this or try that. 
Researcher:  So, showing more genuine interest in the individual and showing them how 
they actually can achieve their graduation goal? 
Rose:  Yeah. 
Researcher:  Do you think some students stop coming because they feel school is more 
than they can handle, when really it’s not as overwhelming as they feel it is? 
Charlie, Thomas, Tara, Faith:  Yes, yeah, a lot of times. 
Researcher:  Those are some really good suggestions you’ve made.  Thank you.  Now for 
the last question…Why is your high school diploma important to you? 
Rose:  It’s another step toward a better future.  I had a GED, but I can join the Army now.  
I missed prom, I had dropped out and only needed 6 credits to graduate, and I’d already 
passed all my graduation tests.  It was really pointless for me to have dropped out in the 
first place, but I was also ready to get off probation.  I look back on it now and I wish that 
I had gotten my diploma two years ago like I should have.  It would have opened so 
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many more doors for me during those years.  It’s like I opened the door and walked out 
on a free education that so people would just kill for.  But I’m glad I finally finished. 
Researcher:  How do you feel about yourself now? 
Rose:  Better. 
Researcher:  In one word, how do the rest of you feel about yourself now that you’ve 
finished high school? 
Kay: Proud. 
Thomas:  Accomplished. 
Faith:  Successful. 
Charlie:  Great. 
Trey:  Relieved. 
Tara:  Proud. 
Researcher:  Let’s go back to the question.  Why is your high school diploma important to 
you? 
Charlie:  I want to be able to open up my own business, and the only way to do that is 
with a high school diploma so I can go to college.  So it’s very important to me to get that 
diploma, go to college, and start my business. 
Researcher:  What do you want to study in college? 
Charlie:  I want to do automotives.  My dad and I have found a place in a nearby town 
where we want to open this business.  It’s rebuilding engines and other parts of the car.  
We’d like to do a truck business, too.  This town doesn’t have anything like that, so that’s 
why we want to open it there. 
Researcher:  It sounds like you have a good plan and I wish you the best with that. 
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Faith:  At first my high school diploma wasn’t important to me, but then I got pregnant 
and my parents kicked me out.  I just dropped out of school and I didn’t care.  But her 
daddy’s parents care more about me than my parents do and they wanted me to get back 
into school.  So that’s what I did.  I got back into school, and now it means everything to 
me because I look at the economy and how bad it is and if I’m not going take care of my 
baby, who will?  I need to be an example to her. 
Researcher:  “An example to her.”  That’s very good. 
Trey:  I spent my whole life working for this thing!  (Everyone laughs with him).  I mean, 
you can’t get a good job without a diploma.  When I told my parents I was going to 
finally get my diploma, it made them feel good. 
Researcher:  I know your parents are proud of you. 
Trey:  Oh yeah, they are.  I’m enrolled here at the tech college and going to major in 
welding. 
Researcher:  Is that something you feel you could have done without your diploma? 
Trey:  No, not at all.  I’m just glad I’m finished with high school.  I can do something 
now with myself. 
Tara:  Well, first of all, it’s like a tradition in my family that you have to get your 
diploma, but they don’t all do it.  But I was like going to do it and I did.  I want to better 
myself and I want to go to college and I want to be a probation officer.  That’s what I 
want to do. 
Researcher:  Could you do that without a diploma? 
Tara:  Nope, not at all. 
Researcher:  I know you must feel proud of yourself. 
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Tara:  Yeah, but I really want to get done with this dialysis, too, but I don’t know how 
long that will be.  Maybe forever.  But I still want to go to college. 
Thomas:  Well, I want to go to college and now I can.  I’m going to mortuary school and 
start my own business.  I’m tired of working fast food.  I’ve done it now for the last three 
years.  I mean, I’m glad I had the job and it was the same one, but it’s not what I want to 
do forever.  Now I can pursue it and I can also get my diploma put on my Momma’s wall 
like she wants! 
Researcher:  Well, I know that both you and your momma are very proud of your 
accomplishment. 
Thomas:  That’s right. 
Kay:  Well, one big reason that everybody else will probably think is so stupid is that I 
was really close to my older brother.  One of the things between us was he would tell me 
he got his diploma, so why couldn’t I?  So I did get my diploma.  Plus (tears well up in 
her eyes), my baby, too.  She could probably relate to this, too (pointing to and looking at 
Faith).  When you have a kid, you can’t tell your kid to do something if you didn’t do it.  
I had to do this for him, too, and for me. 
Researcher:  Yes, you have done it! 
Kay:  I’m so happy for myself! 
Researcher:  Next week is graduation.  How many of you are walking? (All but Charlie 
raises their hands).  Are you bringing family members with you? 
Trey:  I’m bringing a couple of carloads (lots of laughs). 
Rose:  Yeah, I’m bringing my whole family.  They are super excited. 
Tara:  My grandma and lots of other family are coming. 
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Faith:  I really don’t care how many people are coming.  But my baby and her daddy and 
his parents will come.  I doubt my parents will come.  They don’t care as much as his 
parents.  But it won’t bother me.  I’m going to walk across that stage. 
Researcher:  I’m extremely proud of each of you for finally achieving such a worthy goal.  
For most of you, you were really working against the odds, but you stuck with it.   It says 
a lot about your perseverance, how you feel about yourself, and that you can overcome 
difficulties.  It tells me you not only had goals for yourself, but you figured out what you 
had to do to reach that goal.  I wish the best for each of you as you continue to pursue 
new goals for yourselves.  I also would like to thank each of you for participating in this 
interview with me, as well as the previous interviews.  Any parting words from anyone? 
Tara:  I have something.  I think that all teenagers go through some difficulties trying to 
graduate, and when they do graduate, they will have new difficulties.  Like me, now I’m 
on dialysis.  Some will have difficulties in college or in finding jobs.  But there’s always 
going to be something to overcome.  You just can’t give up. 
Researcher:  Very true, Tara, and very insightful.  Thank you for sharing that with us.  I 
appreciate how each of you has made such a powerful impact on my study, and I’ll be 
looking forward to sharing it with you soon.   
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APPLICATION TO USE HUMAN RESEARCH SUBJECTS 
Liberty University 
Committee On The Use of Human Research Subjects 
 
1.  Project Title:  A Phenomenological Study of the Characteristics of a High School 
that Influence Former Senior Year Dropouts to Graduate with a Regular Diploma 
     
2. Full Review         Expedited Review   X    
 
3. Funding Source (State N/A if not applicable):  N/A 
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8. The principal investigator agrees to carry out the proposed project as stated in the 
application and to promptly report to the Human Subjects Committee any proposed 
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 ___________________________________ ______________________ 
    Faculty Sponsor (If applicable)          Date 
 
 
Submit the original request to: Liberty University Institutional Review Board, CN Suite 
1582, 1971 University Blvd., Lynchburg, VA 24502.  Submit also via email to 
irb@liberty.edu   
 
 
APPLICATION TO USE HUMAN RESEARCH SUBJECTS 
 
10.  This project will be conducted at the following location(s): (please indicate city & 
state) 
  Liberty University Campus 
 X  Other (Specify): Glynn County School System, Brunswick, Georgia 
(Coastal Education High School, Glynn Academy (high school), Brunswick High 
School 
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  In Patients  Prisoners Or Institutionalized 
Individuals 
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  Patient Controls  Over Age 65 
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  Cognitively Disabled  Other Potentially Elevated 
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 __________________________________________ 
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do not intend to use LU participants in your study, please check “no” and proceed directly 
to item 13.   
 
   YES     NO X  
 
   If so, please list the department and/classes you hope to enlist and the    
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  In order to process your request to use LU subjects, we must ensure that you have 
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  appropriate department and gained permission to collect data from them.  
 
   
   Signature of Department Chair: 
 
___________________________________                    ___________________ 
Department Chair Signature(s)  Date 
 
 
     13.  Estimated number of subjects to be enrolled in this protocol:   __8_____________ 
 
     14.  Does this project call for: (check-mark all that apply to this study) 
 X  Use of Voice, Video, Digital, or Image Recordings? 
  Subject Compensation?   Patients  $        Volunteers  $       
 Participant Payment Disclosure Form 
  Advertising For Subjects?    More Than 
Minimal Risk? 
  More Than Minimal Psychological Stress?  Alcohol 
Consumption? 
 X  Confidential Material (questionnaires, photos, etc.)? Waiver of 
Informed Consent? 
        Extra Costs To The Subjects (tests, hospitalization, etc.)? VO2 Max 
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        The Exclusion of Pregnant Women?   
        The Use of Blood? Total Amount of Blood       
    Over Time Period (days)       
        The Use of rDNA or Biohazardous materials? 
        The Use of Human Tissue or Cell Lines? 
  The Use of Other Fluids that Could Mask the Presence of Blood (Including Urine 
and Feces)? 
  The Use of Protected Health Information (Obtained from Healthcare Practitioners 
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     15.  This project involves the use of an Investigational New Drug (IND) or an Approved 
Drug For An Unapproved Use. 
   YES         X  NO 
 Drug name, IND number and company:         
 
     16.  This project involves the use of an Investigational Medical Device or an Approved 
Medical Device For An Unapproved Use. 
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   YES        X  NO 
 Device name, IDE number and company:         
 
     17.  The project involves the use of Radiation or Radioisotopes: 
   YES         X  NO 
 
 
     18.  Does investigator or key personnel have a potential conflict of interest in this study?  
   YES         X  NO 
 
EXPEDITED/FULL REVIEW APPLICATION NARRATIVE 
 
A. PROPOSED RESEARCH RATIONALE (Why are you doing this study? 
[Excluding degree requirement])   
 The purpose for conducting this study is to identify the reasons students drop 
out of high school in their senior year, explore what returning high school 
senior dropouts desire in a high school environment when making the critical 
decision to return and complete requirements for earning a regular diploma, 
and determine what value they place on earning a diploma.  Specifically, the 
study seeks to identify those characteristics of a high school that are necessary 
to entice former senior dropouts to return and enable them to remain until 
they earn their diploma.  The school system where this study takes place has 
two large traditional high schools, and one non-traditional evening high school.  
By determining the answers to these questions, the local school board and 
district administrators can more effectively implement stronger dropout 
prevention strategies and create more conducive high school environments for 
students struggling to remain in high school but who are facing personal 
challenges.   
B. SPECIFIC PROCEDURES TO BE FOLLOWED 
● In a step-by-step manner, using simple, nonscientific language, provide a 
description of the procedures of the study and data collection process.   
Also, describe what your subjects will be required to do.  (Note: Sections 
C and D deal with type of subjects and their recruitment.  That information 
does not need to be included here.) 
1) Qualitative phenomenological design – allows subjects to use their 
own words to express how they experience the phenomenon of being a 
former senior year dropout and then returning to earn a high school 
diploma 
2) Secure subjects 
a) Meet with local high school counselors and principals to describe 
study and gain access to necessary information regarding senior 
dropouts. I will make contact with the counselors and principals 
via telephone as they are current and known colleagues who are 
already aware of the intended study.  They have already given their 
full support for the intended study.  I will then set up appointments 
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at the convenience of the principal and counselors of each school 
to share with them my proposal and answer any specific questions 
they may still have regarding the study.  They are anxious to lend 
their support to any endeavor that can potentially shed light on 
program supports and improvements that will keep all students in 
high school until graduation.  As colleagues working within the 
same school district, we all share common goals of increasing the 
local high school graduation rate. 
b) Request that high school counselors identify students enrolled for 
the 2011-2012 academic year who are former senior year dropouts 
ages 18 to 20, and are returning to earn their high school diploma.  
Counselors will be asked to identify only those returning seniors 
who will most likely complete graduation requirements within one 
semester. With an “Invitation to Participate in Research” letter that 
counselors present to and review with potential participants on an 
individual basis, students can determine if they are interested in 
being a part of the study.  Each school’s counselors will ultimately 
determine the best time of day to bring in students individually to 
discuss participation in the study.  While the counselors will most 
likely select times of day that are most conducive for students to 
meet for 10-15 minutes, they will also consider their own 
schedules.  When speaking with the counselors by telephone, I will 
request that they try to select times to meet with students that do 
not interfere with activities they would not want to miss, such as 
favorite classes or lunch.  Students who feel they are missing 
something enjoyable or important will be less likely to receive this 
opportunity in a positive manner. Suggested times might be 
homeroom, before school, or the dismissal bell. Counselors will 
obtain FERPA (Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act) 
consent using candidate’s form (see attachment), then forward to 
Liberty doctoral candidate for initial contact (see attachment for 
“Invitation to Participate in Research). 
3) Meet with potential subjects individually – This meeting will take 
place with assistance from the guidance counselors.  I will ask them to 
set up the meeting based on the best time for the student to meet 
during the school day, or even before or after school if the student 
prefers.  This will allow the counselor the opportunity to introduce me 
to the participant, and the participant to me.  We will meet in the 
counselor’s conference room. During this initial meeting, I will 
describe the study, review FERPA in detail again, and answer 
participants’ questions. Use “Guide for Conducting Initial Meeting” 
with each prospective subject. (see attached)  Obtain signature on 
Consent Form if student agrees to participate.  Also, at this meeting I 
will obtain any contact information from the student for the purpose of 
setting up interviews (telephone numbers, mailing address, email 
address, and provide my contact information to them, as well). 
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4) Conduct initial round of individual interviews, with each interview 
lasting approximately 30 minutes – within two weeks of beginning of 
school year, conduct first audio-recorded interview at school site 
where subject attends (see attachment for questions). (Meetings will be 
scheduled at each school with assistance from the counselors in 
determining the best time to meet with the student.  I will then send the 
student an email and an “Interview Appointment 1” letter in the mail 
informing him or her of the meeting date, time, and location.  I will 
follow up with a telephone call one day before the scheduled 
interview.  In turn, I will remind them of my contact information if 
they need to reschedule. – See attachment.) 
a) Meet at school site where student attends high school in the 
counselor’s conference room 
b) Utilize icebreaker questions and conversation to relax subject 
c) Explain purpose of audio recorder, which is the method of 
recording the interview (recorded by the researcher) 
d) Conduct interview 
e) Thank subject for participation, wish him well and offer supportive 
comments in goal of attaining diploma 
f) Transcribe the recording of the interview within 48 hours of each 
interview (done by researcher) 
5) Review student academic records on each subject – As a district level 
administrator in this school system, I already have access to the 
student information center database: however, I do not have 
permission to use this information in any way other than for viewing 
and making administrative recommendations within the framework of 
my job description.  Once student permission is given to use the 
information needed by the researcher, I will submit the “Permission to 
Use Student Information from Infinite Campus” form to the school 
superintendent to ensure he is aware of the magnitude of student 
information that will be utilized for the student for the student. (See 
attached form).  While he is already aware of the nature of this 
intended study and has given his verbal support, giving his written 
consent for the use of student information (with student permission) 
from the district’s student information system serves to keep all 
appropriate school personnel sufficiently informed of what is being 
utilized in this study. 
a) Number of credits earned at time they dropped out of high school 
b) Determine number of courses that were repeated during high 
school 
c) Determine grade point average at time of dropping out 
d) Determine if any, or all, state-mandated Georgia High School 
Graduation Tests had been attempted – tests are for Writing, 
English/Language Arts, Math, Science, Social Studies 
i) Which ones did subject pass the first time 
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ii) How many attempts for each test if subject did not pass the first 
time 
iii) Which tests are still remaining to pass 
e) Significant disciplinary records 
f) Attendance history prior to dropping out 
g) Referrals to or placement in special education 
h) Identification of reasons for leaving high school, if known 
6) Conduct second round of individual interviews, each interview lasting 
approximately 30 to 45 minutes – (Meetings will be scheduled at each 
school with assistance from the counselors in determining the best 
time to meet with the student.  I will send the student an email and an 
“Interview Appointment 2” letter in the mail informing him or her of 
the meeting date, time, and location.  I will give them my contact 
information if they need to reschedule. – See attachment).  Because 
students may finish in staggered timelines, depending on the high 
school they attend, these will take place anytime from mid-fall of 2011 
up to mid-December of 2011.  Four different questions will comprise 
the heart of this interview (see attachment for questions). 
a) Meet at school site where student attends high school in the 
counselor’s conference room  
b) Meet by last day of student attending high school upon completion 
of work 
c) Utilize icebreaker questions and conversation to relax subject  
d) Explain purpose of audio recorder, which is the method of 
recording the interview 
e) Conduct interview (done by the researcher) 
f) Thank subject for participation, offer congratulations in attainment 
of finishing high school requirements 
g) Remind student of final focus group interview 
h) Obtain mailing address and telephone contact from student for 
purpose in contacting him about date and time of focus group 
interview 
i) Transcribe the recording of the interview within 48 hours of each 
interview (to be done by the researcher) 
7) Conduct focus group interview (after all individual interviews are 
complete) at Golden Isles Career Academy, a neutral school site for all 
participants, but still on the grounds of Glynn County School System – 
students will participate in a video/audiotaped interview to determine 
if additional responses can be gleaned from a group experience - focus 
interview to last approximately one hour to one hour and a half, 
depending on participation level of all students. (A “Focus Interview 
Invitation” will be sent to each participant’s mailing address, with 
follow-up contact via email and telephone calls. Although 
participation in the focus group interview cannot be enforced, the 
researcher will positively encourage each participant to be a part of the 
final activity.  Providing a gas card to compensate for each 
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participant’s travel to and from the interview site, as well as an 
informal pizza meal will hopefully be an incentive for most students to 
attend the final interview. (See attachment for invitation).  
a) Gas card – Due to potential economic hardships involved with 
students getting to and from the site where the focus group 
interview will take place, each student will be given a $10 gas card 
to offset this expense. 
b) Food – After the interview has concluded, they can enjoy an 
informal meal at the interview site of pizza, chips, and soft drinks. 
8) Comparison of high school graduation rates and dropout rates for the 
two high schools prior to the addition of the non-traditional high 
school, and after the non-traditional high school opened. 
9) Data analysis (the researcher will conduct all phases of the analysis, 
with dissertation committee providing feedback on written work for 
additional clarification, information, or rewording).  
a) Analyze student records information 
b) Interview analysis 
i) Horizonalizaiton – find significant statements from transcripts 
of all interviews 
ii) Determine themes – seek common units of statements 
iii) Textural description – compose narrative describing what the 
experience was like for the subjects 
iv) Structural description – compose narrative describing how the 
subjects experienced the phenomenon 
v) Essence of phenomenon – write narrative that is descriptive of 
both textural and structural and identifies essence, or 
fundamental nature of the phenomenon from subjects’ points of 
view 
 
C. SUBJECTS 
 Who do you want to include in your study? Please describe in nonscientific 
language: 
●  The inclusion criteria for the subject populations including gender, age 
ranges, ethnic background, health status and any other applicable 
information.  Provide a rationale for targeting those populations. 
 The inclusion criteria for the subject populations are: 
• At least 18 years of age, but not over the age of 20 as of 
September 1 of the academic year in which they return to 
high school (except for student served in special education, 
this is the cutoff age for funding in Georgia). 
• Must have dropped out at the start of, or during the course 
of, their senior year. 
• Eligible for attendance at any Glynn County School System 
high school – eligibility is based on residency of Glynn 
County, Georgia. 
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• Students are returning for the intent of earning a regular 
Georgia high school diploma. 
• Students are representative of attendance at either of the 
two traditional high schools, and the non-traditional 
evening high school. 
• Must be representative of both genders, and be either 
African American or Caucasian.  91% of the students in 
this school district are African American or Caucasian, as 
reported to the Georgia Department of Education.  The 
remaining 8% are categorized as either Hispanic or 
Multiracial.  Students making the greatest impact on 
graduation and dropout rates in the district are the focus of 
this research.  The Hispanic and Multiracial dropout rates 
are satisfactory; therefore, the chances of a former senior 
dropout form either of these subgroups returning to school 
to earn a diploma during the period of time in which the 
study will be conducted is not guaranteed. 
  
 ● The exclusion criteria for subjects. 
Only students who are between the ages of 18 and 20 will be 
considered for this study.  Students under the age of 18 cannot 
personally give consent to participate in the study, nor would they 
have been out of school long enough to be considered a dropout.  
Students over the age of 20 are not eligible for FTE (Full Time 
Equivalent) funding; therefore, they are not allowed to attend high 
school in this state.  The students must be residents of Glynn County 
(Brunswick), Georgia, as non-residents are not eligible to attend 
school in the district. 
 
● Explain the rationale for the involvement of any special populations 
(Examples: children, specific focus on ethnic populations, mentally 
retarded, lower socio-economic status, prisoners) 
 Senior dropouts – The focus of this study is specifically on senior 
dropouts.  There is an abundance of literature and studies citing 
reasons for students dropping out in the ninth grade; however, the 
phenomenon of senior dropouts has received very little attention.  
Most of these students are considered adults because of their age (18-
20), so their reasons for dropping out and returning may be somewhat 
or even significantly different from that of a much younger student.  
The supports needed to enable them to stay in school after returning 
may also be different, as many of them may have assumed adult 
responsibilities. 
 
 Male/Female/African American/Caucasian – The school district is 
comprised mostly of African American and Caucasian students of 
equal ratio.  To discern if there are any distinct differences in the 
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reasons for each group dropping out, motivations for returning to 
high school, or selection of high school environment upon their 
return, it is important to include participants from both races.  
Furthermore, males and females may have distinctly different reasons 
for dropping out and then returning.  Identifying those reasons 
requires not only feedback from both genders, but also from both 
Caucasian and African American females and Caucasian and African 
American males.  Identifying the needs of both races and both genders 
is important in implementing effective dropout prevention and 
recovery strategies for this specific age and grade group.  
 
● Provide the maximum number of subjects you seek approval to enroll 
from all of the subject populations you intend to use and justify the sample 
size.  You will not be approved to enroll a number greater than this.  If at a 
later time it becomes apparent you need to increase your sample size, you 
will need to submit a Revision Request.   
 The sample size for this study is eight students.  The ability to include 
more becomes increasingly difficult because the number of high 
school dropouts by grade decreases with each year of high school.  
Ninth grade has the highest number of dropouts, followed by tenth 
grade, then eleventh grade, and finally twelfth grade.  The pool of 
potential candidates (senior year dropouts) is significantly smaller 
than the entire dropout population. 
 
● For NIH, federal, or state funded protocols only:  If you do not include 
women, minorities and children in your subject pool, you must include a 
justification for their exclusion.  The justification must meet the 
exclusionary criteria established by the NIH.  N/A 
 
D.  RECRUITMENT OF SUBJECTS AND OBTAINING INFORMED 
CONSENT 
 ● Describe your recruitment process in a straightforward, step-by-step 
manner.  The IRB needs to know all the steps you will take to recruit 
subjects in order to ensure subjects are properly informed and are 
participating in a voluntary manner.  An incomplete description will cause 
a delay in the approval of your protocol application. 
   
  1.  At each of the three participating high schools, I will send an email 
to the counselors requesting they review their rosters to identify 
students who dropped out as seniors but returned to high school for 
the 2011-2012 school year.  Each school keeps accurate lists of 
students who do not show up for their senior year, or who leave 
during their senior year (but have not transferred to another school). 
(see attachment for copy of Counselor email) 
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  2.  Not all returning seniors will start back on the first day of school.  
Many will “stagger in” as they make the decision to return to high 
school.  School administrators are anxious to locate and encourage 
these students to return, as they help improve the overall graduation 
rate of the district if they meet all requirements for graduation.  I will 
maintain weekly contact with the counselors to determine if they have 
identified potential participants and obtained signed FERPA 
consents. 
 
  4.  I will contact the seniors (former dropouts) in multiple, sequential 
steps that include: Letter to students via their high school counselor 
requesting an opportunity to discuss research participation (see 
Invitation to Participate in Research attachment); face-to-face 
meeting at the students’ respective schools at a time deemed 
appropriate by the counselors to further discuss voluntary 
participation in the study, review the FERPA consent signed with 
their counselor (provided by candidate), ensure them of their 
confidentiality and privacy, and to describe their specific role in the 
study.  This meeting will be conducted with each prospective subject 
on an individual basis. (see attachment for outline of initial meeting 
with student)  
 
E.  PROCEDURES FOR PAYMENT OF SUBJECTS 
 ● Describe any compensation that subjects will receive.  Please note that 
Liberty University Business Office policies might affect how you can 
compensate subjects.  Please contact your department’s business office to 
ensure your compensation procedures are allowable by these policies. 
   
  Due to the increasingly high price of gasoline and the need for 
students to potentially drive to the interview site for a focus group 
interview, gasoline cards in the amount of $10 per person will be 
provided to ensure no unreasonable financial hardships are incurred.  
The driving distance from one end of the county to the other end of 
the county is approximately 20 miles (40 miles roundtrip).  I will 
assume the responsibility for purchasing and distributing the gasoline 
cards to the participants.  (8 cards at $10 value each x 8 participants = 
$80) 
 
  At the close of the focus interview, I will provide pizza, chips, and soft 
drinks for the group.  This cost will be approximately $50, which I 
will pay for. 
 
F.   CONFIDENTIALITY 
 ●  Describe what steps you will take to maintain the confidentiality of 
subjects.   
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 Every effort will be taken to ensure confidentiality of every subject, 
the schools, and the school district.  Any names of other people or 
localities the subjects divulge during their interviews will also be 
confidential.  The following steps will help ensure confidentiality is 
assured: 
• Names of subjects will be altered using a random name 
generator from http://random-name-generator.info/   
• Gender and race will not be altered, however, as these factors 
may prove to be of educative value in analyzing the results of 
the study. 
• Names of high schools and the name of the city and county in 
which the study takes place will not be revealed.  The general 
description of a mid-size town in South Georgia will be utilized 
instead. 
• Educational data regarding each subject’s high school 
attendance, performance on standardized tests, credits earned, 
and courses repeated will in no way be written that potentially 
identifies a student. 
• Subjects will be informed of confidentiality procedures prior to 
their participation. 
• Subjects will be encouraged to keep interview conversations 
from the focus group interview confidential.  The location 
where the interview will take place is utilized throughout the 
day by all high schools at varying times.  The facility is home to 
the district’s career academy (high school students are bussed 
in from all high schools throughout the day for different 
periods), the Performance Learning Center (serving students 
at all high schools), and the local technical college (serving 
students who are not in high school).  It is the one “neutral” 
facility in the district for all high school students.  This large 
facility provides an environment in which any student would 
blend in because of the diverse population of students from 
across the district.  Before and after the focus interview, I will 
remind the participants that integrity and respect for one 
another is important to ensure the privacy of their peers in the 
group and themselves depend on each other.  I will remind 
them to have empathy for one another; that is, to consider how 
they would feel if their private information was divulged 
against their wishes.  As 18 and 19 year olds, the chances that 
they will adhere to this request is much stronger than if they 
were younger high school students.  The fact that they have 
returned to high school will, hopefully, be indicative of a level 
of maturity that is sufficient for their confidentiality.   
• Subjects will have the opportunity to review interview 
transcripts and research interpretations prior to submission to 
ensure accuracy of comments and assurance of personal 
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confidentiality. At the conclusion of the focus group interview, 
each subject will provide their mailing address, telephone 
numbers, and email address.  Upon completion of transcripts 
and interpretations, subjects will be contacted via email, postal 
service, and telephone requesting their feedback.  They will be 
offered the following methods of receiving transcripts and 
interpretations: 
o Email with attachment 
o Face-to-face meeting at their base high school or at 
Golden Isles Career Academy 
o Hard copy mailed to home address 
• Subjects will be given ample time from the time of notification 
(at least two weeks) to respond and provide feedback and 
clarifications.  They will be encouraged to speak to the 
researcher either in person or by telephone, but email will be 
accepted if this is the only means of communication they 
choose to utilize. 
• In order to view transcriptions and interpretations of answers 
to interview questions, each participant will be contacted by 
telephone, email, and regular mail informing them of their 
opportunity to provide feedback, clarifications, and 
corrections.  The researcher will: 
o Invite the participant to meet at: 
 His/her home high school 
 Career Academy 
 Public library 
 Any other public location agreed upon by both 
parties 
o Email as an attachment, if requested by subject 
o Send via regular mail, if requested by subject 
o Allow ample time for response, as agreed upon between 
participant and resesarcher (response may be by 
telephone, email, face-to-face, regular mail) 
• Actual identifying information regarding subjects’ real names 
and location of study will be kept in a separate locked file 
apart from the actual research manuscript.  
 
 ●  Describe how research records, data, specimens, etc. will be stored and for 
how long. 
 Safe and private storage of all research records is vitally important.  
Therefore, multiple locations for storage different components 
research materials will be utilized.  These include: 
• Informed consent forms/FERPA forms will be maintained in 
my personal two-drawer locked file in my home office.  The 
key to this filing cabinet is stored in a different room where it 
is unavailable to other family members or guests. 
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• The working manuscript/research will be located in a folder on 
my personal home laptop computer.  The document will 
require a password to open the manuscript that only I will 
know. 
• A personal flash drive purchased exclusively for the use of this 
study will be utilized to back up the file each time it is accessed.  
The flash drive will be stored in a locked filing cabinet separate 
from the file that stores the consent forms. 
• Audiotapes and videotapes will be stored in the same locked 
filing cabinet as the consent forms, as they can potentially 
reveal the identity of a subject. 
• Copies of handwritten information, such as transcripts, and 
chart paper used for color-coding of significant statements and 
themes will also be stored in the locked filing cabinet 
protecting the flash drive when not in use. 
In summary, two locked filing cabinets at my residence will be used, 
one for identifying records and one for non-identifying records.  
Password-protected computer files will be utilized for the actual 
manuscript/research. 
 
All records will be maintained for the duration of the study and three 
(3) years after publication of the dissertation. 
 
 ● Describe if the research records, data, specimens, etc. will be destroyed at 
a certain time.  Additionally, address if they may be used for future 
research purposes. 
    
  The eventual destruction of all research records such as consent 
forms, videotapes, audiotapes, and other confidential materials is 
important to ensure that accidental discovery of these materials is not 
used inappropriately or without the consent of the subjects.  
Therefore, three years after the publication of this dissertation, all 
paper records will be finely shredded, tapes will be erased and 
burned, and computer files will be deleted.  No future research use of 
these materials is anticipated; therefore destruction will take place as 
indicated. 
 
G.   POTENTIAL RISKS TO SUBJECTS 
 ● There are always risks associated with research.  If the research is minimal 
risk, which is no greater than every day activities, then please describe this 
fact. 
  The risks associated with this research should be minimal.  The most 
invasive component to the subjects is encouraging them to be candid 
and straightforward in discussing personal issues about their lives 
that may have contributed to being a senior dropout.  There is also a 
risk that one or more of the subjects might share revealing and 
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confidential information about another subject after the focus group 
interview.  All efforts will be made to encourage subjects to maintain 
confidentiality, but there are no guarantees a subject will talk about 
the interview with their friends or family.  (See next bullet for plan to 
refer participant for counseling, if needed). 
 
 ● Describe the risks to participants and steps that will be taken to minimize 
those risks.  Risks can be physical, psychological, economic, social, legal, 
etc. 
The study has several risks. First, in the event that a subject reveals 
information to me that triggers legal reporting to authorities, such as 
abuse or neglect, I will be required to fulfill that obligation.  This will 
be stated on both the informed consent and discussed in detail on the 
initial meetings.  Second, the subject may find that talking about the 
reasons he or she dropped out of high school are of a sensitive and 
personal nature, which could cause emotional distress.  If the subject 
feels he is unable to continue with an interview, he may reschedule his 
individualized interview, or withdraw from the study.  In the focus 
group interview, the subject may choose to reveal only the 
information he is comfortable discussing in front of others.  In 
general, there are no more risks associated with this study that the 
subjects would encounter in everyday life.  In the event that any 
participant indicates, either by words or actions, that any level of 
distress has occurred as a result of sharing personal information to 
the researcher, that student’s high school counselor will be notified.  
Each student at each high school has a counselor who works with the 
student from the time he or she enters ninth grade until graduation.  
Any academic or personal counseling issues must be directed to the 
counselor first in this school district.  Legally, only the counselor can 
make the determination of referring a student to any further therapy 
or counseling outside of the school district.  Otherwise, the student’s 
assigned counselor addresses counseling needs at the school level.  The 
researcher will make a telephone call to the student’s counselor and 
follow-up with a face-to-face meeting with that counselor if the 
student exhibits signs of emotional distress.  The signs include, but are 
not limited to, crying, sudden withdrawal from conversation, nausea 
or other sudden physical symptoms, or abruptly walking out of the 
interview.  Because the researcher is also employed by the same school 
district, immediate access to the counselors is possible.  A strong 
collegial relationship with them has developed over the years. 
 
At all times, from initially meeting a subject to conducting interviews 
with subjects, I will work toward maintaining a professional, yet safe 
environment in which students of this age group would feel accepted 
and comfortable.  Icebreaker questions will be used to help relax the 
subject or subjects prior to presenting the actual interview questions. 
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To offset the costs of gasoline for traveling to the focus group 
interview site, and to ensure subjects attend regardless of economic 
hardships, I will present each subject with a $10 gas card. 
 
 ● Where appropriate, describe alternative procedures or treatments that 
might be advantageous to the participants. – N/A 
 
 ● Describe provisions for ensuring necessary medical or professional 
intervention in the event of adverse effects to participants or additional 
resources for participants.   
  Although no adverse effects are anticipated from an individual 
interview or a focus group interview, normal and expected steps that 
would be taken at the school level include: call emergency contact as 
found in the school’s student information system, call 911 if a life 
threatening emergency takes place, call the school nurse for 
assistance, or take action based on emergency (first aid treatment 
until medical help arrives).  School medical emergencies typically 
include seizures, asthma attacks, low sugar in diabetics, and 
migraines. 
 
H.   BENEFITS TO BE GAINED BY THE INDIVIDUAL AND/OR SOCIETY 
 ● Describe the possible direct benefits to the subjects.  If there are no direct 
benefits, please state this fact. 
  The primary benefit to the subjects is the opportunity to not only tell 
their unique story in how they came to be a senior year dropout and 
then returned before it became too late to earn a high school diploma, 
but to know that their story has the potential to make a positive 
difference for other students in their school district and other schools 
outside the district.  They will understand that their story, in their 
words, not only helps educators understand reasons for seniors 
dropping out of high school, but also that they may be contributing to 
a more well-defined dropout prevention and recovery program for 
this area at both the traditional high schools and the non-traditional 
high school. 
 
 ● Describe the possible benefits to society. In other words, how will doing 
this project be a positive contribution and for whom? 
  This study has the potential to add valuable information to the 
existing knowledge of dropout prevention and dropout recovery in 
both traditional and non-traditional high school environments.  Very 
little is known about the specific reasons students who make it 
through three years or more in high school decide to drop out, 
especially considering how close they have come to the attainment of a 
high school diploma.  If those reasons are decidedly different from 
what is known about why students drop out in ninth or tenth grade, 
then interventions and supports must reflect their specific needs.  
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Isolating the specific needs of these students can also spur additional 
funding from private and non-profit organizations, corporate 
donations, and state and federal funds to develop programs that are 
effective in preventing seniors from dropping out, and/or developing 
effective dropout recovery programs for this adult-aged, but high 
school-eligible students who are on the brink of earning their diploma. 
 
  The non-traditional high school in this school district is relatively new 
and still under close scrutiny for the benefits it provides to eligible 
dropouts seeking to return to high school and as a placement for 
students highly at-risk for dropping out.  If returning dropouts are 
finding more success in earning their diploma in this environment, it 
is more likely that there will be continued funding and support for the 
non-traditional high school. 
 
  Any program or strategy that is designed to keep students in school 
and graduate also increases a high school’s graduation rate, one of the 
tenets of No Child Left Behind.  The prospect of sanctions against a 
school or district for failing to make Adequate Yearly Progress 
because of poor graduation rates are a constant reminder that every 
student counts.  Although senior dropouts are typically fewer in 
number than ninth grade dropouts, the consequences are the same: no 
diploma and an increased chance of a bleak future for that dropout.   
 
I.   INVESTIGATOR’S EVALUATION OF THE RISK-BENEFIT RATIO 
Here you explain why you believe the study is still worth doing even with any 
identified risks. 
 
Even with minimal risks to the participants, this study is still of value 
to educators, policymakers, private organizations, the local 
community, and local, state, and federal education entities.  Before 
effective dropout prevention strategies and programs can be 
implemented, specific reasons seniors drop out before graduating 
must be identified, as well as the motivating factors that prompt these 
students to return.  Otherwise, efforts to prevent dropping out in the 
first place, as well as efforts to recover the dropouts are based on 
“best guess” rather than clearly stated reasons from the students 
themselves.   
 
With budget slashes negatively impacting many of the district’s 
programs and support mechanisms that target dropout prevention 
and dropout recovery, it is more important than ever to accurately 
identify what high school environments are best suited for returning 
senior year dropouts.  It is important to determine the value of any 
non-traditional high schools in any school district, as funding for them 
is often in excess of what the public and local school boards would like 
to provide.  If these environments provide the means to increase 
graduation rates and decrease dropout rates, continued funding is 
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likely to continue.  This district has both traditional and non-
traditional high school environments; therefore, with student 
feedback it will be more cost effective to direct monies to support the 
environments most sought after by this population of students. 
 
J.   WRITTEN INFORMED CONSENT FORM (Please attach to the Application 
Narrative. See Informed Consent IRB materials for assistance in developing an 
appropriate form. See K below if considering waiving signed consent or informed 
consent) – see attached Consent Form 
 
K.   WAIVER OF INFORMED CONSENT OR SIGNED CONSENT – N/A 
Waiver of consent is sometimes used in research involving a deception element. 
Waiver of signed consent is sometimes used in anonymous surveys or research 
involving secondary data. See Waiver of Informed Consent information on the IRB 
website. If requesting either a waiver of consent or a waiver of signed consent, please 
address the following:  
 1.  For a Waiver of Signed Consent, address the following: 
    a.  Does the research pose greater than minimal risk to subjects (greater than 
everyday activities)? 
 b.  Does a breech of confidentiality constitute the principal risk to subjects?   
 c.  Would the signed consent form be the only record linking the subject and the 
research? 
 d.  Does the research include any activities that would require signed consent in a 
non-research context? 
 e.  Will you provide the subjects with a written statement about the research (an 
information sheet that contains all the elements of the consent form but without the 
signature lines)?   
 
2.  For a Waiver of Consent Request, address the following: 
 a.  Does the research pose greater than minimal risk to subjects (greater than 
everyday activities)? 
 b.  Will the waiver adversely affect subjects’ rights and welfare?  Please justify? 
 c.  Why would the research be impracticable without the waiver? 
 d.  How will subject debriefing occur (i.e., how will pertinent information about the 
real purposes of the study be reported to subjects, if appropriate, at a later date?) 
 N/A 
 
L. SUPPORTING DOCUMENTS (to be attached to the Application Narrative) 
Consent Form 
FERPA Form 
Interview Questions 
Email to Counselors 
Invitation to Participate in Research 
Guide for Conducting Initial Meeting (revised) 
Permission to Use Student Information from Infinite Campus 
Interview Appointment 1 
Interview Appointment 2 
  
Focus Interview Invitation
  
M. COPIES:  
 For investigators requesting 
application along with all supporting materials to the IRB (irb@liberty.edu). 
Submit one hard copy with all supporting documents as well to the Liberty 
University Institutional Review Board, Campus North Suite 1582, 1971 
University Blvd., Lynch
 
IRB, IRB 
 
To: 
M 
Royal, Rebecca 
Cc: 
M 
; ; Garzon, Fernando
Attachments: 
Download all attachments 
)
  
Friday, September 23, 2011 2:33 PM 
 
 Good Afternoon Rebecca,  
  
We are pleased to inform you that your above study has been approved by the Liberty IRB. This 
approval is extended to you for one year. If data collection proceeds past one year, or if you 
make changes in the methodology as it pertains to human subjects, you must submit an 
appropriate update form to the IRB. Attached you'll find the forms for those cases. 
  
Thank you for your cooperation with the IRB and we wish you well with your research project. 
We will be glad to send you a written memo from the Liberty IRB, as needed, upon request.
  
Sincerely, 
  
Fernando Garzon, Psy.D.    
IRB Chair, Associate Professor
Center for Counseling & Family Studies
  
(434) 592-5054 
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Expedited Review or Full Review
burg, VA 24502.  
 
[Open as Web Page];  )[Open as Web Page
  
 
 
, email the 
] 
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APPENDIX C: INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
A Phenomenological Study of the Characteristics of a High School That Influence 
Former Senior Year Dropouts to Graduate With a Regular Diploma 
Rebecca A. Royal 
Liberty University 
Department of Education 
 
You are invited to be in a research study investigating the reasons seniors drop out of 
high school and then return, and their choice of high schools upon their return.  Please 
read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 
Rebecca Royal, a Liberty University doctoral student, is conducting this study. 
Background Information 
The purpose of this study is to investigate the reasons why students drop out of high 
school in their senior year, what motivates them to return to earn their diploma by age 20, 
and what characteristics of a high school environment they are seeking upon their return 
to high school that enables them to earn their diploma. You were selected as a possible 
participant because you dropped out of high school as a senior, are between the ages of 
18 and 20, and have now returned to high school for your diploma. 
Procedures  
If you agree to be in this study, we would ask you to do the following: 
• Participate in an individual, private, audio taped interview upon your re-entry into 
high school lasting about 20 minutes. 
• Participate in an individual, private, audio taped interview upon your completion 
of requirements for graduation lasting about 20 minutes. 
• Participate in a videotaped group interview with five other former senior dropouts 
upon your completion of requirements for graduation lasting about 45 minutes. 
 
Risks and Benefits of being in the Study 
 
There are no more risks associated with this study that you would encounter in everyday 
life. In the event that you reveal information to me that triggers legal reporting to 
authorities, such as abuse or neglect, I will be required to fulfill that obligation. 
 
The benefits to participation are that you may be contributing to a body of information 
that leads to improved graduation rates for this school district, and improved programs to 
better meet the needs of students at-risk for dropping out of high school. 
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Confidentiality 
The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of published report, your 
confidentiality and emotional well-being will be assured.  Your real name and the 
location of your school and school district will not be revealed.  Research records, 
including transcriptions of interviews and audio taped interviews, will be stored securely 
in a locked filing cabinet located off school campus and only the researcher will have 
access to the records.  The code sheet linking your personal identity with other data will 
be kept in separate locked files. There are no guarantees, however, that other group 
members will not reveal information discussed in the group interviews to individuals not 
participating in the study.  Audio recordings will be destroyed 12 months from 
publication of this study.  All participants will be strongly encouraged to keep results of 
the interviews confidential. 
Voluntary Nature of the Study 
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will 
not affect your current or future relations with the Liberty University or your 
performance at your high school.  If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer 
any question or withdraw at any time with out affecting those relationships.  
Contacts and Questions 
The researcher conducting this study is: Rebecca Royal. You may ask any questions you 
have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her at:  
4404 Glynco Parkway 
Brunswick, Georgia, 31525 
912-280-4030 
rebecca.royal@glynn.k12.ga.us 
 
You may also contact her Liberty University advisor:  INFO. TO BE INCLUDED UPON 
RETRIEVAL 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to 
someone other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional 
Review Board, Dr. Fernando Garzon, Chair, 1971 University Blvd, Suite 1582, 
Lynchburg, VA 24502 or email at fgarzon@liberty.edu. 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
Statement of Consent 
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I have read the above information. I have asked questions and have received answers. I 
consent to participate in the study. 
Signature:________________________________________Date: __________________ 
Signature of Investigator:____________________________Date: _________________ 
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APPENDIX D: FERPA RELEASE 
According to the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), unless a student 
has consented to disclosure, directory information such as name and address may be 
disclosed to the public.  However, private information such as grades, class schedules, 
attendance, student accounts, and personal information may not be released without 
express consent from the student.  Singing this form provides such consent, according to 
the information designated for release and to whom it is to be released.   
I, _____________________________________________, (participant), authorize 
_____________________________________________________ (school) in 
_________________________________________________(city, state) and 
__________________ County School System to release the following educational 
records, upon request, to the person listed below for the purpose of educational research. 
_______ All school records and related files (grades, attendance, GHSGT results, EOCT 
results, discipline records, extracurricular activities) 
Person to whom information may be released:  Rebecca A. Royal, Ed.D. (ABD) 
I acknowledge by my signature that I understand that although I am not required to 
release my records, I am giving my consent to release the designated information to the 
above named person.  I understand that this release will remain in effect for a period of 
15 months from the date of signing below, unless I revoke such consent in writing and 
the revocation is sent by me. 
 
Signature___________________________________  Date_________________ 
 
 
  
308 
 
APPENDIX E: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
Student Interview #1 
1) What are the reasons you dropped out of high school as a senior? 
2) What are the reasons you returned to high school for your diploma? 
3) How important is your high school diploma to you? 
4) What influenced your decision to attend the high school you are now attending? 
Student Interview #2 
1) What have been your challenges and obstacles since your return to high school up 
to the completion of requirements for graduation? 
2) How have your experiences in high school been different this time as compared to 
before you dropped out of high school? 
3) How will the attainment of a high school diploma influence your future? 
4) What recommendations can you make to high schools in this district to keep 
students from dropping out in their senior year? 
Focus Interview 
1) Why do you think students drop out of high school in their senior year? 
2) What are the primary differences you see between the traditional high school and 
the non-traditional high school in this district? 
3) What suggestions can you make to our high schools to keep seniors from 
dropping out? 
4) Why is your high school diploma important to you? 
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APPENDIX F: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL #1 
Interview Protocol #1 for Doctoral Research:  A Phenomenological Study of the 
Characteristics of a High School That Influence Former Senior Year Dropouts to 
Graduate With a Regular Diploma 
Time of Interview:     Date:        
Place: 
Interviewer: 
Interviewee: 
Position of Interviewee: 
(Briefly describe the research study) 
*Icebreaker comments related to: a) commendation for returning to high school, b) 
inquiring about student’s remaining credits and c) how long they think it will take to 
graduate. 
 
1. What are the reasons you dropped out of high school as a senior? 
2. What are the reasons you returned to high school for your diploma? 
3. How important is your high school diploma to you? 
4. What influenced your decision to attend the high school you are now attending? 
 
 
 
(Thank the individual for participating in this interview.  Assure him or her of 
confidentiality of responses and of the follow-up interview that will take place when the 
diploma has been earned.) 
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APPENDIX G: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL #2  
Interview Protocol #2 for Doctoral Research:  A Phenomenological Study of the 
Characteristics of a High School That Influence Former Senior Year Dropouts to 
Graduate With a Regular Diploma 
Time of Interview:     Date:        
Place: 
Interviewer: 
Interviewee: 
Position of Interviewee: 
(Briefly describe the research study) 
*Icebreaker comments relating to: a) congratulations on earning diploma b) post-
secondary plans 
1.) What have been your challenges and obstacles since your return to high school up 
to the completion of requirements for graduation? 
2.) How have your experiences in high school been different this time as compared to 
before you dropped out of high school? 
3.) How will the attainment of a high school diploma influence your future? 
4.) What recommendations can you make to high schools in this district to keep 
students from dropping out in their senior year? 
 
(Thank the individual for participating in this interview.  Assure him or her of 
confidentiality of responses.) 
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APPENDIX H: FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
Focus Group Interview Protocol for Doctoral Research:  A Phenomenological Study of 
the Characteristics of a High School That Influence Former Senior Year Dropouts to 
Graduate With a Regular Diploma 
Time of Interview:     Date:        
Place: 
Interviewer: 
Interviewees: 
 
 
Position of Interviewee: 
(Briefly describe the research study) 
*Icebreaker comments relating to: recognition of earning high school diploma. 
1) Why do you think students drop out of high school in their senior year? 
2) What are the primary differences you see between the traditional high school and the 
non-traditional high school in this district? 
3) What suggestions can you make to our high schools to keep seniors from dropping 
out? 
4) Why is your high school diploma important to you? 
 
(Thank the graduates for participating in this interview.  Assure them of confidentiality of 
their responses.) 
